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Katrin Sigurdardéttir explores the relationship of memory, distance,
and time, specifically as embodied within architecture, cartography,
and the landscape. She investigates how structures and boundaries
—real and imagined—define our perception of the world, shape our
experience, and inform our identities. Hers is an archaeological
practice, mining history and the human psyche in order to create
encounters with objects that are both familiar and unexpected.

Many of these qualities have remained steadfast over Sigurdardéttir’s
nearly thirty-year career. Yet more recently, a significant shift has
occurred. One of the defining characteristics of Sigurdardéttir’s
current work is the conscious interplay between chance and
intention, and between construction and cataclysm. This working
methodology creates a poetic subtext for the objects she produces,
drawing forth an appreciation for impermanence, vulnerability, and
beautiful yet entropic chance transformations. This exhibition
focuses specifically on three major bodies of work that have
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developed out of this methodology, and which share a genealogical
lineage in terms of concept and materiality: Unbuilt Residences
(2005-15), Metamorphic (2017-ongoing), and Namesake (2018-
ongoing). The lives of these objects are much like our own: by
moving, breaking, mending, and growing, they build character

and become stronger and more defined.

Sigurdardattir’s sculptures, installations, and photographs are
simultaneously present and absent; we look at them, we see them,
and they remind us of other things. Shifts in scale and dimensionality
are measured by visitors according to their own experiences. On the
one hand, the artworks are full of content and meaning, grounded in
specific social, political, and economic realities. On the other hand, they
are empty vessels, awaiting the thoughts, dreams, and recollections of
others. Moving from gallery to gallery, the questions persist: How does
space become place? And further, how does a place become home?

Katrin Sigurdardoéttir is organized by the Eli and Edythe Broad Art Museum at Michigan
State University and curated by Steven L. Bridges, Associate Curator. Lead support for
this exhibition is provided by a gift from Hari Kern. Additional support comes from the
Eli and Edythe Broad endowed exhibitions fund. The work Metamorphic was commissioned
by San Francisco Art Institute and the 2016 Harker Award for Interdisciplinary Studies.
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Unbuilt Residences
2005-15

Each of Sigurdardottir's Unbuilt Residences is a model of a house
designed and commissioned for her native city of Reykjavik, Iceland,
yet never constructed. The meticulously produced sculptures are
based on architectural plans sourced from the Archives of the
Association of Icelandic Architects. The works are thus physical
incarnations of buildings that never existed, the unrealized dreams
of their patron families.

All of the source houses were designed between 1925 and 1930—the
years leading up to the Great Depression. This historical moment is
important as a time when Iceland began to develop its own unique
architectural and modernist identity. While all are distinct in style,
each of the sculptures speaks to this history, as well as to the social,
political, and economic conditions that made such advancements
possible, yet that were also interrupted by the global economic
decline that spread in the 1930s.

The models are fabricated out of typical model-building materials:
lightweight wood, plaster, papier-maché, and concrete. But considering
their historical fate, the artist built them only to then destroy them

Unbuilt 5-Magnts Th.

S. Bléndal Residence,
Solvellir 18, Reykjavik-
Architect: Einar
Erlendsson, 1925-1, 2012.



through various means—physical force, fire, gravity, and so on. These
transformations, set in motion by Sigurdardottir, echo the long view of
history, the ebb and flow of human societies. However, from the ashes
the houses rose again. The artist reconstituted the buildings from their
remnants, allowing them to return like persistent memories.

The artist began photographing the sculptures partway through the
decade-long process of their making, capturing their different states
of existence. These photographs relate to yet are separate from the
sculptures, each an index of a specific moment in its ongoing creation.

While the works represent social, political, and economic circumstances,
they are also full of symbolism, metaphor, and allusion. As the French
philosopher Gaston Bachelard once said, “The house shelters day-
dreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to
dream in peace.” So too do Unbuilt Residences. Sigurdardottir’'s works
invite the active role of the imagination, and ask visitors to consider
how the architecture of our memories is shaped and informed by the
physical structures we inhabit, or long to.

Unbuilt 5-Magnus Th.

S. Bléndal Residence,
Solvellir 18, Reykjavik-
Architect: Einar
Erlendsson, 1925-2, 2012.
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Metamorphic
2017-ongoing

Metamorphic is a large-scale, immersive installation composed of
sculptural works and a floor-based design cut from craft paper.
The sculptures are based on the artist’s recollection of a suite of
furniture from a single room in her childhood home. They are made
at a 1:1 scale to the furniture that inspired them, and were initially
fabricated out of plaster. As a material, plaster evokes the long-
standing practice of casting objects and architectural features

for preservation and posterity.






The works continue to evolve, however. Shipped in an unsecured
manner, the sculptures break during transit and thus require
mending before each presentation.

To date, the artist has shipped and reconstituted them four times.
For each repair Sigurdardottir uses a new, sturdier material, and
thus over time the sculptures have become increasingly marbleized
in form. In part, this characteristic gives the work its name—marble
being a type of metamorphic rock, as well as an elevated sculptural
material, historically. Through this process the original plaster is
replaced, and by breaking, the sculptures become stronger,

more durable and aesthetically complex.

Migration and mobility are also key concepts for the artist, which
she regularly addresses in her work. As a transplant to the United
States herself, she is interested in the complexity of what it means
to feel at home. How do we locate a sense of home in the world
and within ourselves? Sigurdardottir worked with a small group of
international students at Michigan State University to create the
floor piece in response to this line of questioning. The final design
layers elements from each participant’s memory of a specific
pattern or texture from previous or present homes. This immersive
site-specific artwork is suggestive of the delicate and ephemeral
nature of the memories themselves.

Installation view of
Metamorphic, Walter
and McBean Galleries,
San Francisco Art
Institute, 2017.

Photo: Gregory Goode



Special thanks to Laura Wilson (Australia), Crystal Goulding
(Australia), Gitahi Kariuki (Kenya), Ko-Chun Lee (Taiwan), and Victoria
Villig (Estonia) for contributing their time, memories, and designs.

Design for Metamorphic, 2019.






1501 N. Grand River
Ave., Lansing, Ml,
USA, 2019.

Namesake
2018-ongoing

Namesake is both a public sculpture and a photograph. As a sculpture,
the work is permanently installed on the north side of Lansing, just off
the city’s well-trodden River Trail (see map for the exact location). To
create it Sigurdardottir imports clay from her native Iceland, molds the
clay into small rectangular bricks, and plants them in the native soils
of Michigan. The bricks are laid out in a simple geometric design,
suggestive of a tiled floor.

The artist selected the seemingly nondescript site as a particularly
harmonious meeting point between the surrounding post-industrial
environment and the ever-rejuvenating natural environment within
the city. The placement of Namesake thus marks and imbues the site
with a sense of significance, even if mysteriously so. Over time the
artwork will disappear and become invisible, but still it will remain
ever-present. The environment will reclaim the site; the clay will
break down and assimilate with the surrounding soil and forever
alter the landscape by becoming a part of it.



Through this gesture the artist literally transplants earth from one
location to another—from its former resting place to a new home.
But on a metaphoric or symbolic level, the work also explores
immigration and assimilation, and the ways in which such narratives
(present and past) are written over, or become illegible. It likewise
references the City of Lansing as a sanctuary or welcoming city in
the United States, while also acknowledging how immigrants and
refugees often remain invisible within their new adoptive locations.

In addition, Sigurdardottir photographs the clay forms before they
are planted. The clay is stacked up randomly. But documented
against a clean, white studio backdrop, the structure is presented as
placeless—a topography difficult to locate, unmoored from a specific
time or geographic region. With the photographic capture (faster
than the blink of an eye), the artist draws attention to the fleeting
moment of human creation within the deeper time of Earth’s
geological development. Like the sculpture, the photograph is
presented outside the galleries, and the image is scaled to depict the
actual size of the clay bricks—a measure of the formed earth before
it is reclaimed by its future home.

Detail of Namesake,
2019. Photo: Aaron
Word/MSU Broad



Find Namesake off the Lansing River Trail
past Dietrich Park, located at 1501 N. Grand River Ave.



KATRIN SIGURDPARDOTTIR
EXHIBITION MAP

1 1501 N. Grand River 2 Metamorphic
Ave., Lansing, MI, USA 2017-ongoing
2019 Gypsum, resin, epoxy,
Digital chromogenic print and craft paper
50 x 64 1/2 in. (127 x 164 cm) Dimensions variable
Edition of 3, plus 1 AP Courtesy the artist

Courtesy the artist

Namesake (offsite)

2019

Icelandic clay paving-stones
Dimensions variable
Courtesy the artist



Unbuilt Residences (sculptures)

A Unbuilt 1-Olafur Briem Residence, Fjélugata,
Reykjavik-Architect: Gudmundur K.
borlaksson, 1926
2005
Paper, plaster, and wood
18 x16 1/2 x 18 1/2 in. (45.7 x 41.9 x 47 cm)
Collection of Deborah Lovely, Chicago

B Unbuilt 2-Bjarni Jonsson Residence,
Séleyjargata 13, Reykjavik-Architect: Einar
Erlendsson, 1925
2008
Plaster, wood, and fiberglass
16 1/2 x 16 1/2 x 20 7/8 in. (41.9 x 41.9 x 53 cm)
Collection of Ingunn Werners, Reykjavik, Iceland

C Unbuilt 3-Kristjan Gestson Residence,
Skothusléd, Reykjavik-Architects: Einar
Sveinsson, Gunnlaugur Halldérsson, 1930
2008
Plaster, wood, and fiberglass
17 x181/8 x 20 in. (43.2 x 46 x 50.8 cm)
Collection of Kristin Thorsteinsdottir and
Skafti Jonsson, Reykjavik, Iceland

D Unbuilt 5-Magnus Th. S. Bléndal
Residence, Solvellir 18, Reykjavik-
Architect: Einar Erlendsson, 1925
2012
Papier-maché and wood
181/8 x16 1/2 x 17 in. (46 x 41.9 x 43.2 cm)
Collection of John and Sue Wieland, Atlanta

E Unbuilt 6-Dentist Hallur Hallsson
Residence, Bergstadarstraeti 73, Reykjavik-
Architect: Siguréur Gudmundsson, 19...
2015
Wood and papier-méaché
22 x291/4 x 29 5/8 in. (55.9 x 74.3 x 75.2 cm)
Collection of Arion Bank, Reykjavik, Iceland

F  Unbuilt 7-borstein Arnason Residence,

Braedraborgarstigur 23A, Reykjavik-
Architects: Sigurdur Pjetursson, borleifur
Eyjolfsson, 1926

2014

Plaster, wood, and fiberglass

17 5/8 x 13 3/4 x 14 5/8 in. (44.8 x 34.9 x 371 cm)
Collection of Kristin Thorsteinsdottir and
Skafti Jonsson, Reykjavik, Iceland

Unbuilt 8-Carl Olsen Residence, Tungata 14,
Reykjavik-Architect: Einar Erlendsson, 1929
2015

Basswood and birch micro-plywood

27 x 33 5/8 x 34 1/4 in. (68.6 x 85.4 x 87 cm)
Eli and Edythe Broad Art Museum, Michigan
State University, MSU purchase, Eli and
Edythe Broad Fund for the Acquisition of
Modern and Contemporary Art, 2019.3

Unbuilt 9-Doctor Gunnlaugur Einarsson
Residence, Soleyjargata 5, Reykjavik-
Architect: Sigurdur Gudmundsson, 1926
2015

Concrete

17 3/8 x 17 x 25 in. (44.1x 43.2 x 63.5 cm)
Courtesy the artist

Unbuilt 10-N. Manscher Residence,
Gardastraeti 37, Reykjavik-Architect: Einar
Erlendsson, 1929

2015

Concrete

221/4x241/2 x 27 3/8in. (56.5 x 62.2 x 69.5 cm)
National Gallery of Iceland, Reykjavik



4  Unbuilt Residences (photographs)

A Unbuilt 5-Magnus Th. S. Bléndal

Residence, Solvellir 18, Reykjavik-
Architect: Einar Erlendsson, 1925-1
2012

Digital chromogenic print

331/2 x 451/4 in. (85 x 115 cm)
Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Unbuilt 5-Magnds Th. S. Bléndal
Residence, Solvellir 18, Reykjavik-
Architect: Einar Erlendsson, 1925-2
2012

Digital chromogenic print

331/2 x 451/4 in. (85 x 115 cm)
Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Unbuilt 6-Dentist Hallur Hallsson
Residence, Bergstadarstreeti 73, Reykjavik-
Architect: Siguréur Gudmundsson, 19...-1
2015

Digital chromogenic print

331/2 x 451/4 in. (85 x 115 cm)

Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Unbuilt 6-Dentist Hallur Hallsson
Residence, Bergstadarstreeti 73, Reykjavik-
Architect: Siguréur Gudmundsson, 19...-2
2015

Digital chromogenic print

331/2 x 45 1/4in. (85 x 115 cm)

Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Unbuilt 8-Carl Olsen Residence, Tungata
14, Reykjavik-Architect: Einar Erlendsson,
1929-1

2015

Digital chromogenic print

331/2 x 45 1/4in. (85 x 115 cm)

Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Unbuilt 8-Carl Olsen Residence, Tingata
14, Reykjavik-Architect: Einar Erlendsson,
1929-2

2015

Digital chromogenic print

331/2 x 45 1/4 in. (85 x 115 cm)

Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Unbuilt 9-Doctor Gunnlaugur Einarsson
Residence, Séleyjargata 5, Reykjavik-
Architect: Siguréur Gudmundsson, 1926-1
2015

Digital chromogenic print

331/2 x 45 1/4 in. (85 x 115 cm)

Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Unbuilt 9-Doctor Gunnlaugur Einarsson
Residence, Soleyjargata 5, Reykjavik-
Architect: Siguréur Gudmundsson, 1926-2
2015

Digital chromogenic print

331/2x 451/4 in. (85 x 115 cm)

Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Unbuilt 10-N. Manscher Residence,
Gardastraeti 37, Reykjavik-Architect: Einar
Erlendsson, 1929-1

2015

Digital chromogenic print

331/2x 451/4 in. (85 x 115 cm)

Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Unbuilt 10-N. Manscher Residence,
Gardastraeti 37, Reykjavik-Architect: Einar
Erlendsson, 1929-2

2015

Digital chromogenic print

331/2x 451/4 in. (85 x 115 cm)

Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

All photographs courtesy the artist.



ABOUT
KATRIN SIGURPARDOTTIR

Katrin Sigurdardottir's work crosses the boundary between perceptual
and embodied space, between vision and experience. Giuliana Bruno,
professor of visual and environmental studies at Harvard University,
writes: “Sigurdardottir's work reminds us that the production of space
is a complex phenomenon, in which perceptual and representational
aspects cannot be separated from function or use. . . . Sigurdardottir
works with a representational space that is conceptually used and
perceptually lived.”

Sigurdardottir (born 1967, Reykjavik) has exhibited extensively in
Europe, North America, and South America over the last twenty years,
and her works are in numerous public and private collections. She
represented Iceland in the 55th Venice Biennale in 2013, and her work
was featured in the 33rd Bienal de Sdo Paulo (2018); FRONT
International: Cleveland Triennial for Contemporary Art (2018); the
Torino Triennale (2005); and Momentum, the Nordic biennial (2000).
She has had solo exhibitions at MIT List Visual Arts Center,
Cambridge, Massachusetts (2015); Parasol Unit Foundation for
Contemporary Art, London (2015); SculptureCenter, New York (2014);
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (2010); MoMA PS1, New
York (2006); FRAC Bourgogne, Dijon, France (2006); Sala de Arte
Publico Siqueiros, Mexico City (2005); and Fondazione Sandretto Re
Rebaudengo, Turin, Italy (2004). In 2019-20, her work will be featured
in exhibitions at the Biennale Rabat, Morocco; Museu Nacional da
Republica, Brasilia, Brazil; and Museo de Antioquia, Medellin,
Colombia.

Cover: Unbuilt 9-Doctor Gunnlaugur Einarsson Residence, Sdleyjargata 5, Reykjavik-
Architect: Sigurdur Gudmundsson, 1926-2, 2015.

All artworks are © the artist and are reproduced courtesy the artist and the institutions
named in the image captions.
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YOU ARE READING AN ARTICLE PRINTED FROM PLACES, THE JOURNAL OF PUBLIC
SCHOLARSHIP ON ARCHITECTURE, LANDSCAPE, AND URBANISM. READ MORE AT
PLACESJOURNAL.ORG.

Designing for the Elements

KATRIN SIGURBARDGTTIR IN CONVERSATION WITH FRANCES RICHARD FEBRUARY 2020

As part of our new, occasional series of conversations, artist Katrin Sigurdardottir talked with associate editor Frances Richard about the ways in which built
space and organic forces interact with systems of representation; the seductions of the model and the mock-up; and the slippery distinctions between art and
architecture. Their conversation was conducted by email, and edited for publication.

Metamorphic, 2017-ongoing. Gypsum, resin,
epoxy, craft paper; dimensions variable.
Installation view, Walter and McBean
Galleries, San Francisco Art Institute, 2017.
[Gregory Goode]

Frances Richard: I'm writing to begin our conversation, Katrin, about art-making — specifically, your
own practice in sculpture and installation — and to think together about how that practice explores

ideas embedded in or coded by architecture and design.

In fact, we began this conversation long ago, in 2005, when you took part in the exhibition “Odd Lots:
Revisiting Gordon Matta-Clark’s Fake Estates” that I co-organized (with Sina Najafi and Jeffrey
Kastner) for Cabinet magazine. We’ve since extended the discussion many times, when I've visited
your studio and written about your work, and just recently when we met at your eponymously titled

exhibition on view at the MSU Broad Museum, at Michigan State University in East Lansing.

I hesitate to open with a giant, unanswerable question. But I can’t help it, because as a writer I'm
always brushing up against a fundamental sense that language is baffling, as if I can’t make lasting
peace with the proposition that words refer to things, that semiotic signs float around mediating our
experiences of embodiment and matter and phenomena like weather — yet are not embodiment or
matter. All the while, my sensations pass through language almost as they pass through my body; life
without language is not only unthinkable, but for me barely palpable. I'm constantly forgetting, or
losing track of, what is language and what isn’t. It’s not surprising that you and I have talked about
architecture as a language — an idiom that you adapt to “speak” sculpture. As we were preparing for

this exchange, you wrote to me:

In architecture, everything is named; you could even say that architecture begins in language. In
order to be designed and created by the human mind — and for issues of safety and classified

function — everything is defined within a semantic system.

I don’t think you’re being metaphorical. Isn’t it Hegel who says that the Tower of Babel was the
fundamental architecture, because it gathered people into a society? Until, of course, they sinned
through architectural hubris, and God shattered the earthling language community into mutually

unintelligible camps. So, I want to ask: when you say “architecture begins in language,” what do you



mean? Is it too easy to say that architecture is useful (concerned with “safety and classified function”),
and art isn’t? Except, of course, insofar as soliciting or containing aesthetic and conceptual attention,

which is what art does, is useful ...

Katrin Sigurdarddttir: It is fitting that the comparison we are discussing here between language and
architecture emerges in response to Matta-Clark, whose work exemplifies the intricate connections

between language and architecture.

The cyclical relationships between language, embodiment, and matter are things I think about a lot
too ... language about space, embodiment in space, and matter as space. In order to draw a space, to
draw a function — in the literal sense of drawing on paper (or, of course, on a screen), but also in the
larger sense of projecting or planning a space or a function — in order to make such plans that can be
shared with or executed by others, one relies on concepts, forms, logics that have passed through
language. In this way, everything in architecture is named. Architecture relies on semantic systems,

although I guess one could argue that language — the use of words — is only one part of that system.

I like to think of architecture and design as “prospective” practices. You draw something that will then
become an actual form in actual matter. It begins as a drawing; it is in the language of the drawing that
you visualize and conceive the design. Then there is the retrospective drawing, where matter and
tangible forms are brought back into language by being described, or entered into a history or
taxonomy. When I talk about retrospective drawing, I am usually referring to archaeological practices.

And this then begets more drawing, more language, and so on.

Metamorphic, 2017-ongoing. Walter and
McBean Galleries, San Francisco Art
Institute. [Gregory Goode]

Metamorphic, 2017-ongoing. Eli and Edythe
Broad Art Museum at Michigan State
University, 2019. [Eat Pomegranate
Photography]

FR: What you’re calling “prospective” is another way of saying that architecture and design, even in
conceptual states or stages, are premised on use, on practical function, right? There’s a symmetry here
with the fact that one way of defining art — after the readymade, anyway — is that it’s functionless. Or
its functions are irrational, gratuitous. (In what I’'m pretty sure is a riff on Duchamp’s Fountain [1917],
Matta-Clark says, “one of my favorite definitions of the difference between architecture and sculpture

is whether there is plumbing.”) In that earlier note to me, you go on to write:

As Iborrow from all the fields of spatial record in my work, including architecture, archeology,

and geography, I am keenly aware of this aspect of human-made structures. Natural and



elemental processes come before human language, and I am increasingly interested in the

pairing of unnamed reality with named reality in space.

Do you feel that architecture also contains “unnamed reality in space”? But contains it “differently”?

And, suppose we flip this, and go back to social and spatial operations as named and structured by the
semantic system of building — with its doors and floors and walls and furnishings and gardens — and
even more specific details like 18th century boiseries, or Baroque tiles, or midcentury-modern teak
living-room sets. What happens to these interlocking systems of functional design when you pull them
over into realms of noninstrumental contemplation, realms friendly to the unnameable, that for lack
of a better word we call “art”? Are you distorting design logics? Emptying them out? Reifying them?
Dreaming them? Is “translation” a good way of describing what happens when art borrows
architectural syntax — making an “art text” instead of a “building text,” which “reads” differently

because its terms are different?

KS: I think this goes back to what I mentioned earlier about architecture versus archaeology. An early
art-school assignment has stayed with me throughout my practice; in fact, it was the starting point for
Metamorphic, one of the works in the exhibition in Michigan. It came from an English class — it began
in language — where we were asked to describe a room. In some ways, I feel I have been describing
places ever since, trying to spin these descriptions in ever-new ways, and to go further into the
implications of this practice; what it means to describe a place. What began as a written exercise has
segued into a number of sculptures and installations, works with dimensional, material form. These

places are commonly architectural, although not always.

Unbuilt series, 2005-2015. Eli and Edythe
Broad Art Museum at Michigan State
University, 2019. [Eat Pomegranate
Photography]

Sometimes the “description” is autobiographical; sometimes it deals more with a collective, historical
memory of a place. Often it deals with how we as a culture remember and describe places, and what
strategies come into play in presenting the past. Going back to the distinction between prospective
and retrospective spatializations, my work concerns itself with the past, but often with how the future
was envisioned in the past. That is where the Unbuilt houses — sculptures modeled on archival

blueprints that were never realized as buildings — deal with architecture, with prospective drawing.

You bring up the issue of function; I do think of architecture as being concerned with solving
functional problems. So, in a post-readymade fashion, we could say that I am not concerned with

solving functional problems. There is no “plumbing” in my work, to use Matta-Clark’s term.



I also think of Matta-Clark as negotiating the past and future in built spaces. His word
“anarchitecture” seems a very fitting name for his emptying out of architecture. Even if material has
been taken away or structure altered, the void is framed by material structure; the void is the shape of

an action of taking away.

1501 N Grand River Ave, Lansing, MI, USA,
2019. Digital chromogenic print, 164cm x
127cm.

Namesake, 2019. Handmade paving-stones in
Icelandic clay; dimensions variable. [Aaron
Word/MSU Broad]

FR: What you say about anarchitecture does seem close to what seduces me in thinking about semiotic
systems — whether language or architecture or art — and how semiosis, the process of making

communicable meaning, rubs against or frames or cloaks matter as such. The relation is anarchic.

Let’s turn to the specific works in your exhibition at the MSU Broad Museum, where so many of these
issues are being explored. There are three works on view: Unbuilt (2005 - 2015), Metamorphic (2017 -
ongoing), and Namesake (2019). You made this particular version of Namesake specifically for this
exhibition. It’s a subtle piece, sited outdoors, in what is now the middle of winter — and, when you and
I and the MSU Broad curator Steven L. Bridges went to visit it along the banks of the Grand River in
Lansing, we found it completely under water. That’s a pretty dramatic statement about function and

functionlessness. So perhaps we could talk about this work first.

KS: In early 2018, I started going to the west of Iceland to dig holes, and then used the unearthed earth
to plug holes in the United States. The MSU Broad installation is the third iteration of the project, the
first two having been installed in various outdoor locations in Cleveland, and Akron, Ohio, in 2018.

As part of the journey from the ground in Iceland to my studio in New York, and on into the ground in
these midwestern cities, the material was processed; I filtered sand and gravel out so I had usable clay.
Then I cast small bricks or paving stones. The stones were laid in simple patterns, to fill potholes,
repair pavements, etc. In Lansing, a small, flat, muddy place along a path beside the river was paved.
But the pavers were not fired, and over a few weeks they dissolved. A brick can be seen as a metonym
for architecture, and perhaps more generally for human intention in nature. But here the Icelandic

earth that I had consolidated into units merged with the mud in Michigan.

FR: A form is also broken, though not literally dissolved, in Metamorphic. This project centers on a set
of furniture from your family’s home in Reykjavik. You cast the chairs and loveseat and table and so
forth in plaster — this non-load-bearing, inappropriate, blank material. Now, as part of the ongoing

process of the piece, you ship the works in normal art-handler’s crates to wherever they’re going to be



displayed. The material is such that it’s almost impossible to transport the sculptures without damage.
So upon arrival at the exhibition venue, you unpack the broken works and painstakingly reconstruct
them, repairing the cracks and replacing pulverized bits with more resilient structural fillers. The
Namesake bricks are allowed to melt into invisibility, but the Metamorphic objects keep reasserting

their form even as their materiality alters.

Namesake, 2019. Handmade paving-stones in
Icelandic clay; dimensions variable. [Aaron
Word/MSU Broad]

Metamorphic, 2017-ongoing. Eli and Edythe
Broad Art Museum at Michigan State
University, 2019. [Eat Pomegranate
Photography]

In an interview with Constance Lewallen, on the occasion of Metamorphic at the Walter and McBean
Galleries at the San Francisco Art Institute in 2017, you discuss the work in relation to the Japanese
practice of kintsugi, where broken pottery is mended with gold seams; other discussions of this project
relate it to the mythical Ship of Theseus, which was rebuilt piece by piece until every timber was new.
In the interview, you add, beautifully, that the patches of filler are also comparable to the striations in
marble, traces of metamorphic mineral change. The chair has been under pressure yet remains itself,
while at the same time reappearing as a model, a copy, a representation, like Plato’s Third Bed in The
Republic, or Joseph Kosuth’s famous artwork One and Three Chairs (1965) — although Metamorphic is

more sensual, more curious and wistful about instability.

The paving stone in Namesake is different, in that it isn’t cast from an “original” paver. But in both
cases, you're experimenting with the stand-in, the version of the thing that is-and-yet-isn’t. It’s
tempting to say that this obsession with in-between status is an artist’s prerogative more than an
architect’s, since a building that denies its function too fully will be uninhabitable. Matta-Clark
worried that, as he said, “people live in their space with a temerity that is frightening”; he wanted
ordinary people to take charge of their living conditions, whether spatial or economic or
interpersonal.” Still, the word-idea anarchitecture denies architecture as an ordering principle for
social space. It denies the ambitions of architectural or urbanist problem-solving, and embraces

failure and absurdity instead. It’s an artist’s word.

KS: [ agree with you that asserting an in-between status for materials and structures is the artist’s
prerogative, but this is also the prerogative of nature and time. Think about ruins. What makes them
so rich for the viewer is exactly this thing that is-and-yet-isn’t. And in Namesake I am thinking
specifically about the dissolution of form and structure in architecture, how nature and time engulf

human intention.

You are right that the clay paver is not a copy; the reference lies in the material’s origin. The plaster in



Metamorphic is of an unknown origin — but in Namesake, the extraction of the Icelandic clay is key.

The Metamorphic objects started as nonfunctional copies; they looked like chairs, but if you tried to sit
in them, they would have broken. As they move and are repaired, they are “metamorphosing” to
functional objects, chairs that will hold up and support a body. They tell a story of home, a place to
rest, but are also becoming objects on which you really can sit. Plaster is traditionally the material of
the copy — think of plaster casts of classical statues. In Metamorphic, the plaster objects copy the real
furniture in one specific room in the house where I grew up. They begin as a memory about a home

that’s been left behind. They end up as another home, a new resting place.

I am using the trope of the Ship of Theseus to differentiate between iterations, shifts in an object’s
identity. When does an object become a copy of itself? When have reconstruction and replacement
begotten a new object? When I started Metamorphic, I had completed the Unbuilt series, which also
involved mending and rebuilding — in this case, scale models of houses that were designed for various
clients in Reykjavik in the 1920s, but never realized. I constructed the models according to plans
sourced from the Archives of the Association of Icelandic Architects. Then I deliberately “ruined”

them, by smashing, dropping, burning. And then I rebuilt the ruins, piece by piece.

Unbuilt series, 2005-2015. Eli and Edythe
Broad Art Museum at Michigan State
University, 2019. [Eat Pomegranate
Photography]

From the time of Unbuilt, I was already thinking about kintsugi. In Japanese aesthetics, kintsugi
originates in the appreciation of impermanence. A broken thing is mended with lacquer that is then
leafed with gold. The crack is celebrated, and the object’s cataclysmic history raises its aesthetic value.
The damage adds depth, integrity — an idea contradictory to the western precept that things are

perfect when new.

Granted, marble has often served as a kind of trophy of European conquest, to illustrate the far
journeys of those who acquired it. Nevertheless, marble is metamorphic: the mass breaks, and
minerals of different colors migrate into it. When you look at marble, you are looking at material that
has undergone pressure, disruption, disintegration — and exactly this fact is what has made it more
beautiful. The aesthetics of mending in Metamorphic and the Unbuilt series go alongside a wide-

ranging inquiry into the phenomenon of fragmentation in my other works during the same period.

FR: Let’s talk about scale. You choose these design objects — furniture; blueprints — but as they pass
through your mind and hands, their usable-ness falls away. At the same time, the histories or uses they
imply are exaggerated, made hypertrophic. I think this holds true even if what you’ve literally done is
to make the designed thing smaller.



The Unbuilt works, for example, are dollhouse sized, with all that this suggests about a child’s fantasies
of immersion in and control over miniature worlds, so that when you smash or set fire to the houses,
the sense of violence is tempered by that toylike size. Or maybe not; maybe the destruction of the little
houses implies all the terror and surreality of childhood nightmares. Still, the size of the houses affects
their emotional register. (Compare this to other artist’s projects based on the recreation of dwelling
spaces, a Rachel Whiteread house, or a Do-ho Suh house.) A dollhouse is a mini-theater of domesticity
— and here’s a good place to reference one of my favorite Matta-Clark anecdotes, which I’ll quote
because he tells it better than I could paraphrase. It’s in an interview with the architectural historian
and fellow Cornell School of Architecture grad, the aptly-named Donald Wall:

Wall: A strong image that is forming in my mind has to do with doll houses, with the peeling away

of barriers, where sides are removed with the exposure of hidden and denied activity ...

Matta-Clark: Now we are getting very personal. Actually, the first birthday present I can ever
remember insisting upon and getting is a doll house. And, well, I wanted to be a voyeur ever since
I was four years old .... That’s when I got the doll house. The thing about voyeurism and the doll

. . o 3
house has to do with confronting secrecy and being in control secretly.

Your Unbuilt Structures don’t have open fourth walls. Yet these kinds of play with revelation,
theatricality, intrusion, spatial bewilderment, and perceptual surprise do occur all the time in your
work. Can you talk about these emotional or social feeling-tones, and the ways in which they arise
from architectures that aren’t behaving as architecture “should,” or as architecture must? Would you
use words like “voyeurism” or “control” to describe what you're interested in? Or is it less about
voyeurism, and more about exploring the fantasies inherent in spaces that are distant, imagined,

inaccessible, vanished?

KS: Let me begin by discussing another set of projects related to these topics, that were made within
the timespan of the ten Unbuilt sculptures, between 2005 and 2015. In 2010, I made an exhibition at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, where I focused on boiseries in the museum’s
collection. These are wooden wall panels that serve as ornamental skins in interiors, and are treated in
historian’s terms much like antique furniture. I was drawn to boiseries through thinking about

museum strategies of display, specifically the period room.

The period room is a fantasy device. In a museum, it is usually presented as portraying the intimate
way of life of a specific person or family. But these rooms cull from many sources — so even if they
appear historically correct, they are not authentic, in that the objects rarely derive from one original
room, house, group of inhabitants. It’s this deceptive presentation of integrated life — this implicit,

but denied fragmentation and dispersal — that drew me in.

SLIDESHOW )



sLIDESHOW Boiserie (Hotel de Cabris), 2010. Painted MDF, mirrors, steel - dimensions variable.

Installation view Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 2010.

For the Met, I made two works. Boiserie Hotel de Crillon is a polyhedric chamber built in a slightly
reduced scale, hermetically sealed so that the viewer looks into it from impossible vantage points.
These are essentially the vantage points of the wall against which the boiserie panels would be
installed, views that would be “seen” by the building itself. Inside the chamber I built, all the
components of the period room were copied: hand-carved furniture, upholstered seats, woven carpet
and curtains, chandeliers, and so on, all re-fabricated in same materials as the original objects. The
windows and doors offer no view or entry. Instead, the viewer looks in through multiple mirrors that
adorn the chamber — these were part of the original décor from the room, a boudoir in the Hotel de
Crillon. But I replaced the mirrors with one-way glass. The impossibility of this view into the closed
room is then accentuated by the empty reflections in the mirrors; you’re looking through the back of
something, through a surveillance mirror, from a space you should not be able to inhabit, and the
mirrors reflect each other ad infinitum without any trace of the viewer. Matta-Clark’s analysis of the
dollhouse as voyeuristic is appropriate for this work: “confronting secrecy and being in control

secretly.”

The second Boiserie, Hotel de Cabris, is a set of some 50 folding panels, where I meticulously copied
another period room in the Met’s collection, which came originally from the Hotel de Cabris in Grasse,
in the south of France. I've manipulated the scale, so that viewers enter through a set of doors at full
size, but as they begin to move through the installation, the panels shrink and the successive doorways
become harder and harder to pass through. The work goes from full scale down to a miniature at about
5% scale. It is experienced both as an architectural environment and as an object. I was interested in
bridging the gap between how we commonly relate, on one hand, to immersive installations — or, for
that matter, to “actual” architectures — and on the other hand to sculptural objects. As in the Hotel de

Crillon, this work plays tricks with perception.

FR: That interest in perceptual trickery is notably absent from Unbuilt, which is completely up front
about the kinds of destruction and reconstruction the models have undergone — right up to the fact
that you show photographs of the models after they’ve been broken and before they’ve been repaired,

so your viewers can see how devastating the damage was.

KS: I don’t agree that perceptual trickery is absent in Unbuilt: the scale model and the period room are
both devices of perceptual trickery. But my manipulation of the strategies they employ is different
between, say Boiserie Hotel de Crillon and Unbuilt. The scale standard in Unbuilt varies from one work
to the next and is arrived at more through a qualitative process than a quantitative one. One model
might be 1:25 while another is 1:32.736. Still, I always think of these works as categorically related to
scale models. You mention the dollhouse, which is perhaps the originating object for both scale
models and period rooms. One could say that both the period room and the scale model provoke desire
and a sense of control. It’s all nicely evasive, because miniaturization means that details can’t be fully
precise. Scale models in design often serve to sell a client an idea. But I tend to think about scale as a
metaphor for distance, temporal or spatial. When a miniature is not made for the purpose of selling a
proposed design, but in order to look back in time, then it allows for a comfortable fantasy about the

past — just as a conventional scale model allows for fantasy about the future.



When I break the model, I intend to break the possibility of forgetting its objecthood, of submitting to
its seductive play, where the viewer or the model-builder can arrange the world according to their
objectives. When I place the viewer behind the boiseries in the museum, in a non-space where you are
able to view the back of the panel in a way that you never could in an actual room, I am trying to
deconstruct this display, to draw attention the fact that both the period room and the scale model are
strategic viewing devices. Thinking of the period room as a puzzle arranged from disparate parts —
and having made broken scale models that then are puzzled back together — I started to compare the
fragmentation of the two. I read George Perec’s La Vie Mode d’Emploi (1978), where a parallel is drawn
between solving a jigsaw puzzle and telling the collective story of lives in an apartment building in

Paris, one room at a time. This led to a series of other works based on the operations of a jigsaw puzzle.
4

FR: It’s not insignificant that the reference here is a novel. Maybe an artwork made of language isn’t
precisely a “viewing device” — and I don’t mean to deny distinctions between looking at a sculpture, or
being in a building, or walking through a landscape, and reading a book. But narrative and history are
language-based systems that order our experience. Words and stories are “devices,” and if you pay
attention, the relation amongst their parts — in relation to fact and symbol, belief and evidence,
presence and absence, and so forth — is deeply puzzling. As puzzling and slippery as the relation of
Icelandic mud to Michigan mud, or the relation of a sculpture you can see to one that has dissolved

and slipped downriver.

KS: In 2013, I made a large work for the Icelandic Pavilion at the Venice Biennale, titled Foundation,
that was also designed as a gigantic puzzle. It was paradoxically lacking a foundation, in a similar way
as the boiseries at the Met were lacking their original built containers. The Biennale piece presented a
faux 18th-century pavilion floor of hand-cast concrete tiles, which like the boiseries could be

understood as an ornamental skin that delineates a fictional architectural space.

Foundation continues the observation of ornamental surfaces in Boiseries, and also manipulates
viewers’ spatial experience. In Venice, it “floated” half inside and half outside an old laundry building
at areal 18th century palazzo in Dorsoduro. Because the faux floor was raised, visitors had to make
their way through a door which had been halved in height. As is common in archaeological excavation,
afloor can be found underneath a floor, and different architectural footprints overlap. Foundation
floated through the present-day building like a ghost.



sLIDESHOW Foundation, 2013. Concrete tiles, wooden platform, 387 x 537 x 32 inches. Installation
view, Reykjavi k Art Museum, 2014.

The footprint of the old laundry was smaller than Foundation itself, and the piece and the real
floorplan weren’t the same shape. To accommodate the differences, the floor was interrupted by
cutouts that broke into the tile patterns. As the exhibition went on, I replaced these pieces step by step
with a neutral cementitious material. This was the first time I put my work in relation to the

philosophical paradox named after the Ship of Theseus.

FR: All these works deal with site, shelter, location, histories embedded in a built space or a particular
piece of ground — and, simultaneously with transit, disorientation, disruption, damage, as if we can’t
contemplate place without confronting placelessness. You're always dealing with fictions on some
level, and with the ways in which the process of detaching a space, a room or a circumscribed piece of
land, from its matrix in a house or a city or a terrain, isolating it and reframing it — how this reframing
is what we do in memory in order to preserve a place we’ve lost. But it’s also an act of destruction. We
understand this theoretically, in terms of the fact that memory is selective and unreliable. But you
present us with a kind of dreamlike physical result, as if our memories had been turned into

sculptures.

KS: Locality and transit are an elemental pair in so many of my works. The Boiseries mock up rooms
that are actually across the Atlantic. And the interlocking panels of Foundation were constructed in my
studio in Long Island City to become one continuous floor — a place — that moves. It was conceived as
a triad of installations for Venice, Reykjavik, and Long Island City, and each time this floor is installed
in a new location, it shows the scars where it was cut for the buildings that housed it previously, and
has since been repaired. Over time, this scarring becomes the true pattern, contrasting with the tile
patterns of the floor — which are fictional in that they are my interpretations of baroque floor

patterns.

Namesake also deals with transit, fragmentation, transformation. The brick shape is the simplest,
most straightforward and functional I could come up with. Laid in the ground, the paving stones draw
out a grid; they suggest architectonic integrity. But they only appear as pavement. As soon as they are

stepped on or rained on, their form gives way.

All the works, including Unbuilt, emphasize the fragility of the art object, the object that is
experienced primarily through sight, even when it suggests physical utility. Confronted by the body,
forces of nature, and logistics, the objects break down — which is just when architecture is most

expected to hold up, to provide stability and shelter.

Unbuilt 10 - N. Manscher Residence,
Gardastraeti 37, Reykjavik - Architect: Einar
Erlendsson, 1929 - 1, 2015. Digital
chromogenic print, 85 x 115 cm.



Unbuilt 10 - N. Manscher Residence,
Gardastreeti 37, Reykjavik — Architect: Einar
Erlendsson, 1929 - 2, 2015. Digital
chromogenic print, 85 x 115 cm.

FR: I brought up translation at the beginning of the conversation, and I want to mention it again.
There’s a way in which translation could be the name for what’s going on in all these works. It could
also be called iteration, generation, version, migration; it could be called transdisciplinarity or
collaboration. But you are literally a bilingual, bicultural person, and as you say, one of the core modes
of the work is that it’s restless; it doesn’t ever seem to arrive at one place and stay there. Can you talk
about translation as a practice, an operation, a way of understanding what you’re making, what you’re
causing materials to do, how you’re using spaces — and, more particularly, using furniture and interior

design and architecture?

KS: The Latin word translatio means to carry across, and in the context of the show at the MSU Broad,
particularly Namesake and Metamorphic, translation is a particularly poignant description of what I
am doing. I am literally carrying materials across from Iceland to the United States. There is also a
carrying across of meaning, of utility and purpose. The plaster objects that begin as copies of furniture
little by little become functional furniture. The mud takes on a rectilinear form and builds a simple
square, or a floor, and then returns to nature’s forms — which are too complex for the human eye and

mind to capture. These are all translations.

FR: What has it been like to collaborate, as it were, with the Met, with the city of Venice, with Paffard
Keatinge-Clay — who in 1963 designed the Brutalist extension to SFAI’s Italianate campus, where the
Walter and McBean Galleries are housed — or with Zaha Hadid, who designed the MSU Broad Museum
in 2012? Each of these settings is fundamental to the works sited there. At the same time, as we’ve just
said, the works aren’t made to be “at home” in these buildings, in the sense of being anchored to these
sites. Can you talk about how the literal architectures, and the institutions they represent, inflect or
shape your projects?

And what about the architects of the Unbuilt houses, or the Icelandic designer of the furniture set?
These too are your collaborators, albeit in different ways, given that the houses weren’t realized, and
the furniture (or at least your iteration of it) is destroyed and transformed — that is, translated. How

do you think about your engagement with these designers and what they’ve made?

KS: Your question brings to the foreground the fact that in so many of my works I take other people’s
designs as my subject. I read the Hadid and Keatinge-Clay buildings in terms of how, in very different
ways, they pay tribute to nature — or rather how these two architects look at nature and interpret it
through their designs and building processes. At the MSU Broad, I think about the shapes and
volumes, and to a lesser extent the appearance of the material. I think you can see in the building that
Zaha Hadid was also a painter, inspired by natural form, who had a genius for translating a painterly
geometry into a built structure. The forms in the building make it easy to forget that this building, like
every other, is firmed down by gravity; the design suggests suspension, dynamism, where everything
feels as if it’s flying off the ground. I find it to be a very visual experience, being in this building, and I
don’t think that’s a given in architecture. Sometimes, even, the embodied and visual experiences are at
odds. One can admire the drawing in the building as an elegant abstraction of a natural topography,
and at the same time experience, physically, the same hesitation as when navigating a natural cave,

where you have to “learn” the space to feel safe in it.



Metamorphic, 2017-ongoing. Walter and
McBean Galleries, San Francisco Art
Institute. [Gregory Goode]

Metamorphic, 2017-ongoing. Eli and Edythe
Broad Art Museum at Michigan State
University, 2019. [Eat Pomegranate
Photography]

In Keatinge-Clay’s gallery at SFAI, the natural properties of concrete are manipulated much less; the
shapes and volumes of the space feel a lot less “drawn.” Hadid’s building speaks to me about how the
human eye (Hadid’s eye) sees and draws nature. The SFAI building states to me that the material has
its own nature. ’'m thinking specifically about the presence of exposed cast concrete, where Keatinge-
Clay does not go nearly as far in disguising the material and its natural properties. Hadid’s concrete,
even if it’s also exposed, is much more refined, transformed. And, generally, there is a lot more visual
illusion at work in Hadid’s building than Keatinge Clay’s. Looking at Keatinge-Clay’s concrete, you
never forget you are looking at concrete; it’s been cast, and it’s taking on the patina of time, along with
everything that occurs at an art school. In this way it is minimalist. The material and technical

processes, and the natural attributes of the material, are not disguised.

There is also a difference in that the objects themselves as exhibited at the Broad have changed, have
broken and been mended twice more since San Francisco. And the floor design is different. When
installing exhibitions, it’s futile to think that the objects and the architecture live wholly unrelated
lives. I try not to compete with the space, or prioritize my sculptures over the spaces they are in,
because when they are together they will inevitably dialogue with each other, affect each other — and
this specific dialogue greets the visitor. In this, the art and the architecture are dependent on each

other, and as an experience they become one and the same thing.

Metamorphic, 2017-ongoing. Walter and
McBean Galleries, San Francisco Art
Institute. [Gregory Goode]



Metamorphic, 2017-ongoing. Eli and Edythe
Broad Art Museum at Michigan State
University, 2019. [Eat Pomegranate
Photography]

It’s also important to acknowledge that the floor work in Metamorphic is produced by international
students at the respective institutions, SFAT and MSU. The original occasion for making Metamorphic
was an invitation from SFAI to produce a work in collaboration with international students, and since
SFAI is my alma mater, I chose that same assignment from my first week there in 1988: to describe a
room. I completed the assignment myself by producing (or reproducing) the furniture from a room in
the home I grew up in, and the students contributed drawings and photographs from their own homes
outside the USA. I merged these into an abstracted composite artwork, a large-scale cutout in brown
craft paper, that is mounted on the floor and serves as a “carpet” under the furniture. The process at
MSU was the same. However, this work can be understood as a new commission each time it’s

exhibited, in collaboration with the foreign students of each respective institution.

Then there are the designs of the seven Icelandic architects in Unbuilt, and the furniture designer in
Metamorphic.5 In each instance, I am retracing the designer’s work, although in Unbuilt I am using a
quasi-architectural process, the making of a scale model, and Metamorphic lends itself more to
archaeology. My project is the restaging of a space from the past, through plaster copies of its interior

topography, furniture and objects. It’s not drawing into the future as is more customary in design.

Through the experimental processes these objects undergo, cataclysm and reconstruction, one might
think of a forensic aspect of them as well. You read history through the material composition, through
cracks, tears, holes ... and the secondary materials, the wooden structural supports in Unbuilt and the

multicolored fillers in Metamorphic become part of the work itself.

FR: The cracks, after all, are the results of chance, and in this case, another name for what we call
chance is natural process. When you drop an Unbuilt house made of plaster or concrete and it shatters,
that’s because gravity has taken over; when you take one made of wood and set it on fire, wood and fire
react to one another according to their own elemental rules. When you ship Metamorphic, you could
say that you’re relying on the logistics company as an intermediary, but it isn’t their fault that the work
breaks. (It’s not because it was put on a truck in inadequate packaging, as was famously the case with
Marcel Duchamp’s Large Glass [1915-23] and its celebrated cracks.) This is most explicit, again, with
Namesake, where you invite the river and the weather to consume the architectonic form. Could you
talk about this collaboration with organic forces? How does that interest relate to what we’ve said

about art and architecture, and language and drawing, as systems?



Namesake, 2018. Handmade paving-stones in
Icelandic clay; dimensions variable.
Installation view, Detroit-Superior Bridge,
Cleveland. [Field Studio]

KS: I am glad you bring this up, as this issue of natural forces is such an important counterpoint, and
not only to the designs and structural form of these works — time and the elements are also the
relentless counterpoints to all architecture. The ruin reverses the presumed hierarchy between nature
and humans. To quote Georg Simmel, “what was raised by the spirit becomes the object of the same

forces which form the contour of the mountain and the bank of the river.”

T am always hesitant to describe what I do as destructive, because “destructive” is a qualitative, value-
based term, and implies an objective, a human intention. I like to think of my processes as more like
designing a program for the elements. Setting up certain parameters so that when an object and
gravity interlock in unexpected ways, really all that happens is that our pretexts about that object,
what it is and how it should function, are put into question. I am sure that many architects can attest
to this as well. Perhaps architecture is exactly that, to design a program for the elements — to a
functional, purposeful end. My “design program” leads the expected function and purpose to be

questioned, analyzed, and eventually reinvented.
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Chance Transformations: Constance Lewallen Interviews Katrin Sigurdardéttir
by Connie Lewallen + Katrin Sigurdardéttir

Katrin Sigurdardottir, Metamorphic, 2017. Installation view, Walter and McBean Galleries, San Francisco Art Institute. Courtesy
of the Artist and San Francisco Art Institute. Photo by Gregory Goode.

In recent years, the sculptures and installations of Icelandic artist Katrin Sigurdardéttir have been shown widely. Years before
she achieved international acclaim, she was a student at the San Francisco Art Institute, earning her BFA in 1990 — and now she’s
returning with Metamorphic, on view May 11-September 16 at SFAI Here, she discusses her work with the curator and writer
Constance Lewallen, who has long followed her career.

Constance Lewallen: Katrin, I would like to ask you about your show that’s opening at the San Francisco Art Institute. It’s a kind
of homecoming because you were a student at the Art Institute. What dates were you there?

Katrin Sigurdardéttir: I came originally as an exchange student from Iceland in 1988 and I ended up transferring to the Art Insti-
tute and graduating in 1990.

CL: It was a time when there were a lot of students from your country, as I recall. What drew you here?



KS: Like many students from Iceland, I went abroad to further my studies. It was kind of a coincidence or serendipity that I ended
up in San Francisco and not in another place.

CL: Do you think that your studies at the Art Institute really informed the work that you've been doing ever since? Was it a fruit-
ful experience for you?

KS: I remember feeling when I graduated, that everything that I knew had been taken apart. Maybe that partially had to do with
coming from a different country and being in a new city, in a new environment. But perhaps this is one of the best things that
can happen when you go to school. Often students come into art school with a certainty about what they know, and thinking of
school only as a place to put into effect something that they are very sure of. I guess the older I get, the less secure I am of any
knowledge that I have. And maybe that is exactly the sign of youth, to be very certain about what you know.

And so, going to school and ending up with one’s system of values deconstructed might be a very good thing. I could almost say
that upon leaving the Art Institute I was ready to begin to put myself together as an artist. My years there were almost like raking
the soil so that you can actually start to make something grow. I was not an artist that came out of art school, particularly not out
of my undergraduate studies, with a clear sense of who I was. In fact, I tend to be suspect of that type of certainty when I see it in
new grads. I feel lucky that I had several years after finishing my graduate studies, before I entered an international stage as an
artist.

CL: Which you have done. I'm fortunate to have been in New York to see your show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2010,
before I knew you, and then Bill [Berkson] and I were at the opening of your show at the Venice Biennale in 2012, when you
represented Iceland. I visited your studio in New York a couple of years ago, so I have some firsthand familiarity with your work.
Let’s start with the Met. The name of your installation was Boiseries. You used two of the museum’s period rooms as the basis for
the work, and in recreating them you eliminated the color and reduced the scale, right? As a result, the visitor experienced these
rooms in an abstract way. Does that make sense?

KS: That’s true. By formalizing — or in the traditional, the most pure meaning of the word, by abstracting elements in the design
of these two rooms, I set the stage for a certain phenomenological occurrence between the body and the environment, the form

that surrounds us. I think both of the works ask us to be conscious of an embodied physical experience within an architectural
form.

CL: Are you thinking of Merleau-Ponty?

KS: Yes, of course.

CL: His phenomenology that is experiencing the world through your body, which resonates with what I've been thinking about
lately for something I am writing. It seems like a lot of your work relates to architecture, furnishings, to home, including your

current work that you will be showing here.

KS: Yes.



Katrin Sigurdardéttir, Boiserie, 2010. Installation view: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Collection of The Reykjavik
Museum of Art.

CL: You did a show in New York in which you reproduced a royal palace guardhouse, shifting the scale and using other kind of
perceptual tricks — playing with the shift between what you expect to see and what you see. This is a little bit of an aside, but as
you know I"'m working on a book about Bruce Nauman’s architectural work; it’s very different from yours in most ways, but some-
thing about it in that respect is not unlike your work.

KS: Absolutely, it’s the relationship between expectation and surprise in space and what kind of dynamic — even psychodynamic
— responses it brings about.

CL: I remember when we were in your studio you showed me this, I think it’s called Green Grass of Home, a suitcase that unfolds
like the Russian nesting dolls, except what is revealed are seventeen miniature landscapes and public parks in places where you
lived, including here and also New York where you live now. The piece is a conflation between home and public spaces.

KS: Exactly.
CL: Do you regard that as a key work in your oeuvre?

KS: Yeah. Often when I lecture, I use this piece kind of like the gate to walk through to enter my work, enter the narratives that

I work with again and again. They have to do with memory, they have to do with place and perception, with how we capture and
depict space and also with a personal story or an account of a human life. When I'm representing something that has to do with
a human life, for the sake of authenticity, what I mine is my own experience. And I think no one can really get very far from his or
her own experience. But it’s not for the sake of wanting to bring attention to myself.

CL: It’s not autobiographical.
KS: It’s not autobiographical in that sense. This might be strange to say, but I really believe in telling the truth. The truth that I

know — my experience. So, there are often personal specifics in my work, not because I am trying to draw attention to them per
se, but just because they are authentic information.



CL: There is no direct human presence in your work, but it’s in everything you do. Architecture is certainly something that we all
experience; furniture speaks to domesticity and home. You have an indirect way of talking about the human condition, let’s put it
that way. I would like to talk about the show that you created for the Venice Biennale, which was installed in a former laundry on

the grounds of an eighteenth-century palace. You created a floor with tiles that had an ornamental design.

KS: The framework of this project was of course that I was asked to represent Iceland in the Biennale. The basic premise of the
work has a lot to do with that, the fact that it was Venice, and [ was representing a country. Originally I was thinking about a
traditional eighteenth century pavilion in Venice, and because, like many countries, Iceland does not have its own pavilion in
Venice.

Katrin Sigurdardéttir, Metamorphic, 2017. Installation view, Walter and McBean Galleries, San Francisco Art Institute. Courtesy
of the Artist and San Francisco Art Institute. Photo by Gregory Goode.

CL: Did you select the site or was it suggested to you?

KS: I selected the site. It had been used by Iceland before but I looked at many different sites before selecting this one. I was
working with the paradox of a fancy pavilion in a house of labor and service. The footprint of the large form I created in no way
fit within the laundry, this small building. This displacement could then take on meaning in the context of Venice, national repre-
sentations, etcetera.

The work is a direct continuation of the show I did at the Met, which was also dealing with architecture and design of the eigh-
teenth century. In both works I am walking in the shoes of the artisan and this also has to do with my quandary about the role of
the artist in a larger framework. The division between the artisan and the artist, in any time period, relates to economic and to
societal structures, structures of power.

CL: Are you interested in the idea of elevating craft or at least recognizing craft as an art form? Or are you commenting on the
fact that the lines between these different disciplines are not as distinct as they once were?



KS: I don’t think I am really doing either. If anything I'm commenting on the relationship between the artist and the client. This
is essentially examining economic models relating to the production of art, and doing so in these works within the dimension of
history. It boils down to issues of authorship and power.

CL: Let’s now move forward in time and consider the work you are exhibiting here in San Francisco. Chance seems to be a key
concept in this work...

KS: Yes. Over the last twelve years I've made several works using a “method” where the work is subjected to chance transforma-
tions. Maybe this speaks of a certain attitude of recklessness, but if you think about it, this is actually a very controlled act. You
can liken it to the throwing of a dice: You don’t know what is going to happen, or what? Actually, you know that there are only six
possible outcomes. So the chance is actually quite bracketed, and maybe this to me is a way to speak about artistic expression in
general. To liken it to a game of controlled chance. But also, it begs a deeper question about what qualifies as an art object, and
what constitutes value, economically and aesthetically.

In the studio, all kinds of events happen all the time, events that, after the work is supposedly “done,” would be seen as destruc-
tive. This sequence of events is stunted when the work leaves the studio. But take this little stool as an example: It arrived in San
Francisco in its crate, in twenty pieces. What you choose to call this occurrence is qualitative, it determines the work’s value. You
could say that is simply a transformation, a change of form. But before this was ever this stool it was a bag of plaster. By the same
logic you could say that when I made the stool, I destroyed the bag of plaster.



CL: You are referring to the plaster stool that is one of the several “furniture” pieces that comprise your upcoming show — chairs,
a table, a stool... there’s something ghostly about them because they are white. I know that you shipped them knowing, intending
that they would arrive broken and that you would “repair” them when you arrived. Now that you have, you can see cracks and
patches in different colors depending on the material you used to adhere parts or fill in holes, so in fact they aren’t pure white
due to the various materials that you used subsequent to their original casting. This method relates to the Japanese concept of
wabi sabi, which means finding beauty in imperfection, but also kintsugi which has to do with the way that the Japanese repair
broken pottery. Rather than trying to hide the fact that an object was broken they enhance it by using gold, a precious material,
to put the pieces back together to make them whole again, and maybe even more beautiful.

KS: Generally in Western culture there is a reverence for what’s new and we think of things to be perfect when they’re new and
untouched, whereas in some other cultures, things become perfect as they are shaped through time.

CL: And time and life itself, interaction with the environment or with people. That’s true, of course, of furniture.

KS: There are examples in Western culture, too, such as patinas, where a texture and color are built up through oxidation. Blue
jeans — worn, patched, faded — are maybe another example. I still don’t think this is quite the same as the reverence for chance,
for example in Japanese ceramics. But for this particular show here in San Francisco, I have been thinking about marble, which
I think is a good example of how we love time in a material. Marble is originally created by sediment, then vibration, seismic
movement or other events cause breaks and then another sediment flows into it.

CL: Which accounts for the various...

KS: Which accounts for the striations and strata, etcetera. In geology, marble is termed “metamorphic rock” — hence the title of
the show — a rock that changes when the minerals in the rock change, or the geological structure of the rock changes without the
rock melting. In other words, the shape remains but the ingredients transform. When you look at beautiful rocks you are look-
ing at a lot of events, a lot of “destructive” events, which result in these beautiful, stripes, these striations. The original material
in these sculptures is also a mineral; it’s plaster, which of course is related to marble. So this is maybe an exercise in simulating
geological processes and a probe into what might be suggested by that act. Reassigning value to destruction, taking an optimist
attitude to cataclysm, presenting a destructive outcome as beautiful, valuable, something to revere.

CL: When these sculptures are installed at the San Francisco Art Institute are they going to be sitting on the floor or are they
going to be elevated?

KS: They’re going to be directly on the floor. I have made several other works that also deal with transit and things being moved
from one place to the next. I like to bring them into the gallery and put them on the floor, just like you would a crate. The crate
comes into the space and you just put it directly on the floor.

CL: This reminds me of Walead Beshty’s glass sculptures that he purposefully shipped in cardboard crates without taping the
glass to protect it. When they reach their exhibition venue, the crates are opened in the space, and the cracked glass objects
remain on the cardboard.

KS: They are very beautiful.

CL: Very beautiful objects that also serve as physical documents of their journey. I don’t know if that plays into this body of your
work.

KS: Absolutely. I think several of my works over the years share this narrative with Beshty’s work.
CL: Although they look completely different.

KS: Yes, different specifics and different identity. In the late ’90s I was making these boxes and valises — you know, the suitcase
that you talked about in the beginning, is an example of this body of work — they are basically transit objects.



Katrin Sigurdardéttir, Metamorphic, 2017. Installation view, Walter and McBean Galleries, San Francisco Art Institute. Courtesy
of the Artist and San Francisco Art Institute. Photo by Gregory Goode.

CL: Yours (and Beshty’s) relate to Duchamp’s Large Glass, Beshty’s specifically because his objects are glass, but the idea of the
chance accident, which is embraced by the artist. In the case of The Large Glass, Duchamp thought it was improved by the dam-
age caused when it was cracked in transit.

KS: I was talking about the game earlier — chance and chess and all of these sort of systems of allowing things to happen, and
then how we...

CL: Relinquish control.

KS: The question of control is in certain ways left open. What might seem like relinquishing of control, might in fact be quite
the opposite. That would be true for Duchamp’s Large Glass, and for Beshty’s work — and mine. The way the artist deals with
the outcome of the chance event, you could say. Subverting the chance event, the accident. This is something that has so much
potency for people. For artists and also for all of us. In essence this is something fundamental to all of our lives. Culture is con-
trolled chance. Even war, and the destruction of war, is controlled chance.



CL: When you do display these in the exhibition are you going to provide information on how they came to be or do you want
people to try to figure that out?

KS: I guess the older I get the more relaxed I am about not explaining everything. There is the philosophical question about
whether the work has an inherent meaning in and of itself or if it is always just what we bring to it through our perception,
knowledge, experience. Maybe it’s not either/or, but I tend to think that as an artist, it’s hard to control the meaning of the work.
In certain circumstances this can be problematic, because it leaves the intellectual rights of the artist in a gray area. But between
the work itself and what people bring to it, there’s not that much beyond a certain point that I can effect.

CL: You have your intention for the work and when you put it out in the world it has a life of its own.

KS: If you try to hold onto the being of the work, then maybe art, making art is going to be a very frustrating enterprise.

Katrin Sigurdardéttir, Foundation, 2013. Installation view: Lavanderia, Palazzo Zenobio, Venice. Courtesy of the artist and the
Icelandic Art Center. Photo by Orsenigo Chemollo.

CL: I want to ask you one last question. I know that you are very attached to Iceland and you spend time there every year. I've
found in my limited experience that that seems to be true with many Icelandic artists who may live elsewhere but who maintain a
very strong connection with their culture and their country. Would you say that was true in your case?

KS: I would say that Iceland is always in my work. What is Iceland? —

CL: Iceland is a tiny country with a small population, and yet it seems to have a strong pull on people.

KS: You say so with certainty. Iceland might mean something different to me. And in a certain sense, Iceland is simply a word,
and container of meaning, an idea, label, narrative, brand.

When I pose the question what is Iceland, I am asking, what is a nation? What is a national boundary, what is a national identity?



And what is a home? To what point does a place belong to anyone? There is some kind of conflation of all of these thoughts in
my work. What constitutes a membership to a nation? To some extent this has to do with my own personal life and in some ways
not at all. In many ways it has much less to do with my personal life than with the time that we live in, with issues of migration,
displacement, and homelessness. We see this in San Francisco, in America, and all over the world. So, I think that the best way I
can answer your question is: Iceland is always in my work — but what is Iceland?

Tags: Connie Lewallen, Constance Lewallen, Iceland, Katrin Sigurdardéttir, SFAI
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Katrin Sigurdardottir: ' Human life is a
transtormation of scale. We go from being small
to big’

The Icelandic sculptor on her installation Supra Terram, a graceful shelter that occupies two
levels at London'’s Parasol Unit gallery

Kate Kellaway

Sunday 14 June 2015
03.00 EDT

‘It's philosophical': Katrin Sigurdardoéttir in her cave-like work at
the Parasol Unit. Photograph: Katherine Anne Rose/Observer

Katrin Sigurdardottir is an Icelandic sculptor who was born in Reykjavik in 1967 but has spent
much of her adult life in New York. She represented Iceland in 2013 at the 55th Venice
Biennale. Sigurdardottir intends her work to speak for itself and resists any idea that it might be
speaking about or for her. In London’s beautiful Parasol Unit gallery, she has built Supra Terram
(“above ground”). It’s a graceful piece - a cave, yet the opposite of what one associates with
caves. It’s white, light, new. It’s an elegant shelter and spatial challenge, occupying two levels.
On the ground floor it contains visitors; on the first floor we travel light and overpower it,
looking down on a small roof - its mischievous lid.

Is “cave” an accurate word for this piece? What would the word be in Icelandic?
In Icelandic, it would be a hellir. But I’d rather see this piece as a thought. It’s an encounter in
space. A cave is not usually a place of the moment, yet this cave is. A cave calls to mind
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minerality and minerals mean time - a stone is time. But this is made of ephemeral material,
high-quality cotton paper pulp.

The scale is playful. What is the attraction of that for you?

I’m always thinking about distance. Human life is a transformation in scale. We go from being
small to big, at least in most cases [laughs]. In my work, scale is a metaphor for memory and
distance.

Sigurdarddttir standing outside her installation, Supra Terram.
Photograph: Katherine Anne Rose/Observer

The way people occupy space is interesting. What does space signify for you?

When I drove away from my little cabin in Iceland to come here, I was thinking on the way to
the airport, I’'m not used to having everything together in one place. I’'ve had my childhood in
Iceland, my adulthood in the United States; there is a constant mix in my consciousness. But is
it of past and present? Or far and near? This dichotomy is central to my life and I’'m not unique
in this. Most people in our society understand this blend of near and far.

And has this hybrid of homes shaped your character?

I’m not sure I want to address that. This is not a personal piece. I want to make it clear. It is not
autobiographical. It’s not about Iceland. It’s philosophical. It’s about how we perceive places,
how we name them, how a place is a construction of the mind. One person comes into it and is
thinking only about existential considerations. Another brings a romantic narrative with
temperature, foliage, rain...

Can you remember the first cave you saw?
No, yet I remember the first sculptures I saw in a sculpture park in Reykjavik as a child. I used
to climb them.

Where did you study?
In Iceland in the 1980s, then I moved to San Francisco, focusing on painting and experimental
film-making. But, at a certain point, I realised painting was a limited form of expression for me.

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/jun/14/katrin-sigurdardottir-parasol-unit-supra-terram-interview Page 2 of 3



Katrin Sigurdardoéttir: ‘Human life is a transformation of scale. We go from being small to big’ | Art and design | The Guardian 9/30/17, 9:42 PM
With film and painting, my work kept spilling into architectural, three-dimensional space.

Why did you stay in the US?

That is a personal question. We live now in a time where we are everywhere. This work is an

example of being in more than one place at the same time.

Katrin Sigurdardottir: Supra Terram is at the Parasol Unit, London N1 until 8 August
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Uncovered Interiors: Katrin
Sigurdardottir Explores the Idea of Home
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An installation view of "Katrin Sigurdardéttir:Drawing Apart" at MIT List Visual Arts Center.
(Photo by Peter Harris )

Architects today tend to neglect physical models, once the fundamental tools of their trade. Digital
technologies have rendered manual designs for construction inefficient, if not all but obsolete. In her

exhibition “Drawing Apart,” on view at MIT through April 12, Katrin Sigurdardéttir shows herself to feel
most at home in just this obsolescence. Here she salvages, by choice, the architect’s most anachronistic
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techniques. MIT List curators Paul Ha and Jeffrey De Blois display the commissioned completion of two
series of sculptures the artist has been producing over the past decade. The wooden works included in
Ellefu (“eleven” in Icelandic), 2011-15 — model her childhood home in Reykjavik, cut into that exact
number of interior segments. After conducting an on-site survey of the structure as a whole,
Sigurdardottir sketched architectural drawings for separate molds later cast, joined, and polished by
hand. She has scattered the resulting units across the gallery floor, where their compacted scale conjures
the dollhouse. To catch a closer glimpse of exposed hallways and bedrooms, viewers might move onto
hands and knees, like children. But these sculptures will disappoint those looking for play:
Sigurdardoéttir has coated their walls with a forbidding institutional white. Without furniture or
decoration, the uncovered interiors evoke cold anonymity. Life has no room in this home. For the
present, memories appear absent. They are lost, scraped away, or have yet to be added.

If Ellefu models the past in order to abstract and
distance it, the sculptures collected in Unbuilt
Residences in Reyjkavik, 1925-1930, 2005-15, bring
history closer by making it. This second set of works
relates to plans for unrealized houses Sigurdardéttir
discovered in her hometown’s archives. Having redrawn
the basic architectural designs for these structures, the
artist created wooden, concrete, and papier-maché
models she subsequently dropped and burned.
Sigurdardottir has picked up the pieces, reassembling
the ruined sculptures in various states of imperfection. A
new piece produced for the gallery’s exhibition, Unbuilt 6 — Dentist Hallur Hallsson Residence, 2015,
has lost all exterior walls during the violent procedure, now possessing only an occasional gray-and-
black scab over its gridded wooden framework. This artificial destruction miniaturizes history’s
progression. Time becomes tangible, as the dream or future associated with architectural design —

unmoved, in the archive — shapes into a memory that haunts.

A version of this article appears in the June 2015 issue of Modern Painters.

View Slideshow (http://ende.blouinartinfo.com/photo-galleries/katrin-sigurdardottir-drawing-apart-at-mit-list-

visual-center)
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Katrin Sigurdardottir - Ellefu

“Ellefu,” an exhibition by Katrin Sigurdardottir, comprised of three structures representing
cross-sectioned portions of the artist’s childhood home at Langahlid 11, Reykjavik, Iceland. Ellefu means
“eleven” in Icelandic, and its consonance with the gallery’s name, was entirely appropriate to the various
keys of order and disorientation that the installation produced. The four-foot-tall structures are made of
plaster poured into basswood frames, chalky white and adorned only with the natural lines of the wood.
They resemble overgrown architectural maquettes, more ideal than real. Parts of each are missing- a
floor here, a wall there- and the roofs are gone, doors open on to other doors, stairways mount to tiny
platforms. The act of comprehending how these segments fit together, of mentally constructing a floor
plan, is difficult, in part because our usual recourse to understanding space- moving through it is closed
off to us, both physically and imaginatively. ... The viewer’s physical relationship to these spaces
mim-icked the way we reduce, diminish, idealize, things as they recede from us in time, and how those
things, in turn, become closed off to us. The dimensions of the sculptures in “Ellefu,” roughly those of a
young child, give them a human presence, but their smooth white surfaces bear no evidence of actual
life. This profound simplicity is also discomforting, showing how the mind’s attempts to whitewash life’s
messiness (and our recall of it) are never quite complete. The result is a keenly felt rupture between
present past as well as between viewer and artist. The sculptures are not unlike works that depict
childhood spaces and sites of enchantment, such as Deborah Mesa-Pelly’s photo-graphic works of girls
discovering secret worlds in their closets, of Mike Kelly’s replica of his childhood home, left unfinished
at his death, but which was to be an exact copy except for tunnels burrowed underneath it, in which the
artist would have worked on secret projects. The excavation of secret spaces in “Ellefu” is a private affair.
For works representing home, they are remarkably unheimlich.

Emily Hall, ARTFORUM, pg 210-211, January 2013



nstallation view of Boiserie, 2010, mixed media, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
City. Courtesy of the artist and Eleven Rivington, New York City

Katrin Sigurdardéttir is a New York—based Icelandic artist whose sculptures and instal-
lations explore entanglements of body, perception, and memory. | first met Sigurdardot-
tir in January of 1998, shortly after | arrived in Iceland on a Fulbright grant. | remember
sitting on the floor of the artist’s Reykjavik flat as she opened a small wooden case

and began removing shallow wood boxes, each containing a miniature landscape.

Just when | thought she was finished, another landscape would emerge. The nested
landscapes—17 in all—reproduced public parks in cities where she’d lived (including
San Francisco, New York City, and Reykjavik). Sigurdardéttir's work—with its conflation



of home and public space—sparked a conversation, ongoing still, about sculpture and
experiences of place.

Over the years, Sigurdardottir’'s work has repeatedly explored the relationship between
embodied experiences of place and imaginary or conceptual constructions of space.
The artist often uses hobbyist miniatures or architectural models to set up contrasts in
scale. High Plane V (2007), at MOMA PS1, was a large structure with steps leading to a
platform through which the viewers poked their heads into a landscape of mountainous
islands. The visitors’ heads became part of the landscape and invaded the panorama of
uninhabited nature. Home, as an elusive braiding of memory and fantasy, was evoked
in the artist’s 2012 exhibitions at Eleven Rivington in New York City and Meessen De
Clerq in Brussels with works from the series based on scale models of sections (fa-
cades, halls, doorways) of the artist’s childhood home on Langahlid 11 in Reykjavik.

In 2010 to 2011, Sigurdardottir’s site-specific project for the Metropolitan Museum,
Boiserie, reproduced two of the museum’s 18th-century period rooms. The artist’'s me-
ticulous rendering of decorative surfaces was bleached of color and reduced in scale,
conceptualizing the museumgoer’s encounter with historical objects. As Iceland’s rep-
resentative at this year’s Venice Biennale, Sigurdardaéttir’s project (which will travel from
Venice on to Reykjavik and New York’s SculptureCenter) is an architectural intervention
that furthers the artist’s interest in scale, embodied experiences of place, and the stag-
ing of views.

Eva Heisler Green Grass of Home (1997) was one of your first works to use miniatures
and model building materials. Since then, the use of both has become a signature prac-
tice. What prompted you to begin working with miniatures?

Katrin Sigurdardaéttir The first miniature | made was my MFA graduate thesis work. Only
in retrospect do | see this work as a miniature. It was a large installation, a topogra-

phy made out of thrown-out rugs that | found on the streets of New York. Cartography

is not usually thought of as “miniature” proper, although it represents landscape on a
manipulated scale. When | look at this work now, | wonder if it is so indexical to my later
practice because | made some discoveries in not only the installation but with the found
materials and constructions | happened upon, or if this work was a manifestation of a
preexisting narrative, albeit different in appearance in previous works.

EH | remember seeing images of Island Matrix—your topographical model of a moun-
tain constructed of old carpets. | never would have considered this a miniature since it



is quite large—about three meters. Am | understanding you correctly: This work func-
tions conceptually as a miniature? If a miniature is defined as bringing something large
(such as a monument) down to a size that can be held in the hand, then this work
brings landscape formation onto the scale of the body.

KS Yes, exactly. This work is a miniature in the sense that it depicts something large, in
this case a landscape, dramatically reduced in scale. But it directly addresses the hu-
man body, and in this sense it functions very differently than traditional miniature. Since
Island Matrix, | have made several of these large-scale miniatures, where the viewer

is not granted the eye-of-God perspective, from outside the miniature world, but where
the viewer’s body is actually immersed in the work.

EH During my first year in Iceland, | wrote down a story you told me about Island Ma-
trix. You’d been collecting carpets and mattresses off the street—"Things homeless
people make their homes with,” you said. At one time, in your studio, you fell asleep on
a mattress and you woke in a fetal position. You then traced your sleeping position on
the mattress and cut out the form, finding that it looked like a rocky hill. You kept tracing
this shape, each time two inches wider, on bedding and carpet scraps, stacking them
until you had what looked like a topographical map.

This early work marks the beginning of your preoccupation with conflating the body and
landscape. The Birthmark Series is another example: You had moles on your own body
photographed by a medical photographer and then fed the images into a computer pro-
gram for the making of three-dimensional landscapes. These island topographies were
displayed in the open drawers of a map cabinet at the Living Art Museum in Reykjavik.

KS Island Matrix and The Birthmark Series are related in that they both deal with local-
ity, the place of the body and the body in nature, the placement of a person in land-
scape, and seeing the body as landscape, the locus that one’s identity springs from.

EH Green Grass of Home reproduces public parks in cities where you have lived. The
work is a wooden case, about the size of a large briefcase, with nestled compartments
that expand into a set of 17 miniature landscapes made with hobby-modeling materi-
als. Public and constructed nature—from Manhattan’s Central and Washington Square
Parks to San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park and Reykjavik’'s Miklatin—is miniatur-
ized, packaged, and rendered as a private object. Many of your works since then have
played around with dichotomies of public/private and outside/inside.



KS Green Grass of Home has everything to do with growing up next to Klambratun,
which now is renamed Miklatun, a public park outside my home. The public park be-
comes the monument of the home. In this work the polarity of inside/outside is confused
and the outside is used to represent the inside.

EH What is your first memory of public art?

KS It would be the monuments in Klambratun. My memories of them are, as often with
early memories, sensory: | remember the feel of the cold bronze under my hands. But
another early memory is going with my mother—after visiting the thermal swimming
pools in Laugardalur—to the sculpture garden of Asmundur Sveinsson and climbing the
sculptures. | also remember trying to climb the monument for Porsteinn Erlingsson in
Klambratun as well as the statue of Jonas Hallgrimsson in Hljomaskalagardurinn. When
| think of this I’'m amazed how predictive this experience is to later works, like High
Plane. Another memory, brought back when a radio interview with me at age five was
rebroadcast: | recount my story of what was in fact a public sculpture in Klambratin by
Johann Eyfells. In my interpretation, this was a large rock, brought from the bottom of
the sea and then put on a very big truck and posited on Klambratun.

EH You moved to the States to study at the San Francisco Institute of Art, and then
later settled in New York City. When you first came, did you experience any startling
contrasts between the language used to discuss architecture (or space, in general) in
Iceland, and architectural or spatial terms in English. (For example, when | was living
in Iceland, | could never get used to the term hus that referred to all buildings, however
large. When | heard hus, | saw house—there was a different experience or expectation
of scale entangled in moving from one language to the other.) Any thoughts about this?

KS Generally, there is a gap in definitions between English and Icelandic. For me this
has always been most prominent in abstract language. Structures and forms and even
spatial utility, | think of primarily without language. The language that describes these is
secondary to the spatial manifestation itself.

In my first years in the US, | wasn’t particularly interested in space and architecture. |
was much more interested in narrative and narrative analysis. But just as one cannot
separate time and space, a narrative must also point to a locality. | think my first work
where space was articulated | conceived of in my home in San Francisco, around 1990.
The work never took on a concrete form, was never completely finished, but its premise
was to fully superimpose one place on another, to bridge the unbridgeable gap between



distant locations, both in time and space. Back then, the only way | could think to mani-
fest this was through language, text imposed on architecture. The remote place existed
in language, but nevertheless was not on the page. This work still stays with me, surely
because of the impossibility of its premise, the convergence of places across impossible

expanses of time and space.

Installation view (below) and detail (above) of High Plane, 2005, The Renaissance Soci-
ety at the University of Chicago, polystyrene, wood, steel, 20 x 24 x 13 feet. Courtesy of
the artist. Photos by Tom Van Eynde.



EH You told me about a student performance that involved being inside a cage of chick-
en wire coated in glue. You read aloud from an Icelandic pronunciation guide while a
leaf blower blew away each paper after you read it. The sheets would then stick to the
wire and, by the end of the reading, you were covered in a cage of Icelandic language.

KS This was a very primitive and unresolved performance that maybe | will remake one
day. It’s the only work of mine where sound plays a role. You couldn’t really hear me
speak because of the leaf blower. So it was sort of doubly incomprehensible, because
as the paper started to clutter up the wire, it became impossible to read my lips.

Green Grass of Home, 1997, plywood, landscaping materials, hardware, dimensions
variable. Courtesy of the artist and the ReykjavAk Art Museum.

EH The first piece of yours that | wrote about was Fyrirmynd/Model (1998-2000) in its
early incarnation in the fall of 1998. In this work, a miniature road traverses and climbs
the gallery space. The road is based on a neurological model of the electrical impulses



involved in perception and memory. The Icelandic term for model has different and more
complex connotations than the English word. If | translate fyrirmynd literally, | might end
up with “before-image” or “before-painting.”

KS The closest English equivalent of fyrirmynd is model. Yet the etymology and mean-
ing of these two words are not the same. Fyrirmynd could be translated as “the im-
age that comes before.” In painting for example, the apples on the table would be the
fyrirmynd of what is painted. But fyrirmynd could also refer to a model citizen or to
anything to be imitated or used as an example. But it doesn’t describe a hobby model. |
liked the slippage between the two languages.

EH Fyrirmynd grew out of research into memory and perception. You were adamant in
addressing memory in general and not a particular memory. Later, with a work such as
Impasse Il — isaksskali (2003), a model of the facade of your elementary school, and the
2012 series of scale models of sections of your childhood home, you appear to be more
willing to approach specific memories. What are your earliest memories of space?

KS My early memories of space were generally memories of surfaces: the coolness of
cast bronze, the relief of the wallpaper in the bedroom, the buildup of paint layers on a
windowsill. All this seems to have made its way directly into my work, which still deals

much with the “skins” in a space, like the surfaces that divide structures and what they
contain.

EH You grew up in a two-story Reykjavik rowhouse that was built by your family. There
was a lot of construction and new building going on in the city during this time. Do you
have memories of observing construction sites? I'm wondering if the ongoing develop-
ment of Reykjavik wove itself into your imagination.

KS The construction sites from childhood that | remember are the church steeple of
Hallgrimskirkja (of which we had an uninterrupted view from our west windows) and a
senior citizens’ home in a lot next door. As the steeple of Hallgrimskirkja was finished,
construction of the senior citizens’ home began. One of the differences between Iceland
and, say, New York, is the level of public-site security and, in the 1970s, even more so.
We would climb through the windows of the senior citizens’ home, claiming the half-built
space as our own. Once the electricity was in place, we would go down into the control
room and switch on the main breaker and light up the whole building. Nobody in the city
seemed to mind if the building was lit up at midnight. It was thrilling to play lord of this
large complex at age ten. Later, | had two dear friends live in these apartments, which



continued my experience with this building.

Installation view of Untitled, 2004, Reykjavik Art Museum, mixed media, 70 x 50 x 12
feet. Courtesy of the artist and the Reykjavik Art Museum.

EH Having lived in Reykjavik for many years, | had a different experience of public
space compared to cities in the States and in Europe where there is more anonymity
and often a sense of potential danger. In Iceland, the contrast between public and pri-
vate is not as marked. Is an Icelander ever anonymous in Reykjavik?

KS So much of what'’s distinctive about Icelandic culture and social space can be traced
back to one fact: the very small population—only 300,000 people—on the island. There
is definitely a lack of anonymity in Iceland. In larger metropolitan places, people create
community in many different ways, not only based on blood relations or traditional and
local structures; instead they create their environment based on interests, preferences,
belief's—based on an identity that is chosen, not assigned.

| remember an observation of yours way back, about public parks and their role, for ex-
ample, in gay subculture, as anonymous forums or forums for activities that do not have



“a place” within the socially accepted sphere. In the United States, you see public parks
as the home for the homeless, not only those without means but also those for whom it
is a chosen way of life outside social norms. It's unlikely you could ever have this type of
freedom and anonymity in what we call “public space” in Iceland. Another important fact
is the climate, which on most days turns people indoors, to private quarters. | asked a
friend of mine recently, “Where is the free space in Iceland?” We agreed it was not in the
allocated public lots but “out in nature”; then we both observed that there are no people
there. So the free space in Iceland is a solitary space.

EH In your untitled 2004 installation at Harbor House, you play with the relationship
between architecture and landscape. A wall spirals through the museum, bending this
way and that with dramatic shifts in scale. The top of the wall has a jagged profile like a
coastline or mountain range. Forgetting for a moment everything else that’s going on in
this piece, | want to focus on the work’s allusion to early-20th-century Icelandic architec-
ture that integrated native materials into its modernist practices. Do you have a particu-
lar interest in Icelandic architecture, or in modernist architecture?

KS | am less interested in architectural history than architecture in history, as a backdrop
to histories, private and public. | employ architecture to describe places; | copy architec-
ture to redraw and re-experience a moment. Whereas the work of the architect is tradi-
tionally prospective, my work with architecture is almost always retrospective—I repli-
cate or describe already existing structures. While the architect sets out to solve spatial,
functional, structural, and social problems, | use architecture as the passive container of
experiences. For me architecture is receptive; it's the background, the stage—that which
is performed, is oddly missing, or at least until the viewer steps into the work. In that
respect my practice is much more related to that of a scenographer than of an architect.

For example my installation at the Reykjavik Art Museum in 2004, Untitled, had much

to do with the museum itself, which, when | was growing up, had its primary location at
Kjarvalsstadir, in a beautiful modernist pavilion located at Klambratun. As this building
was part of my daily landscape, it has the same significance as the outdoor sculptures at
Asmundarsafn, or the senior citizens’ home mentioned earlier. The Reykjavik Art Muse-
um is “home” in some way, and my work dealt with that very idea of home and memory.
The reference to Icelandic 20th-century architecture in this work has much to do with the
architecture of the museum itself. Both the &lacute;saksskoli work and the one at the
Harbor House propose a physio-spatial confrontation with a place in memory, a place
that’s distorted in scale and inaccessible in the present. The Unbuilt series— sculptures
and photographs of proposed houses in Reykjavik from the early 20th century—are, in



Dining Room, Hallway, Bathroom, Coat Closet, 2012, Hydrocal and wood, 46 x 28 x 24
inches. Courtesy of the artist and Eleven Rivington.

a similar way, containers of history, sites, or rather non-sites, of proposed lives in Reyk-
javik in the 1920s.



EH How was it then for you to work with the 18th-century period rooms at the Metro-
politan Museum, spaces you had no direct personal history with? Boiserie featured
reproductions of two period rooms but, because they were installed in a different wing
than the originals, the viewer’s experience was complicated by the work’s distortions of
scale and detail in relation to the original. The reproduction of a polyhedral boudoir was
executed at 85 percent of the original size and bleached of color, and its many mirrors
were replaced with surveillance glass. Peering into the windows of the sealed room, a
viewer was unable to see other viewers at opposing windows, and the boudoir reflected
only itself. In your second installation, you duplicated the intricately carved wood panel-
ing of a private residence’s reception room, but the paneling stood free of any architec-
tural structure and zigzagged through the space, descending in size from 8 feet to 12
inches. Boiserie, like earlier works, addresses memory, scale, surface, entanglements
of interior and exterior space, and more. I’'m curious, though, about your experience of
working with neoclassical furniture as a sculptural object and with decorative surfaces
and mirrors.

KS In a similar fashion as at the Harbor House in Reykjavik, | was using the 18th-centu-
ry architecture in the Met as an emblem of the institution itself. It's less about an interest
in the 18th century than about the preservation of a bygone time in the contemporary
institution. My starting point was the museological experience—the arbitration of the
displayed objects with the display structures that facilitate the experience. In the period
rooms, this becomes very interesting, because the line between display and displayed
is so seductively confused.

EH | want to ask you about your relationship to the floor, since it is central to your up-
coming project in this year’s Venice Biennale. Your work, even in miniature, has been
floorbound. You call attention to the contrast between one’s lumbering body and the tiny
illusory world at one’s feet, or at one’s eyelevel in the case of the raised platform of High
Plane. You are now constructing an actual floor as part of the Venice project.

KS Two important aspects of my floor-bound works have been: bringing the human
body to the level of the artwork or vice versa, thus conflating the scales of the miniature
object, the human body, and the architecture. The lumbering body poses a threat to the
artwork. While my installation in Venice will be a full-scale floor construction, there will
be a fragility to it; the tiles are each made by hand, and carry the mark of human labor.
Also, I’'m using a nonindustrial material, a material that is intended for sculpture, not for
underfoot utility.



Boiserie came out of the institutional reality of the Metropolitan Museum itself, but in the
process of making the works, as is usually the case, something new and unexpected
started to reveal itself. | imagine it impossible to copy the artisan processes of any
century, without seeing into the vast universe of techniques, and | cannot separate the
technique from the outcome. | became fascinated with 18th-century patterns through my
research at the Met, so perhaps one could say that the upcoming work for the Biennale,
is a remnant of this research and my experience within the museum.

| saw a show at the Met last week of the furniture of the Roentgen brothers, who were
active in 18th-century Prussia. These are simply the most wonderful constructions that |
could think of in terms of function and ornament. They are so fanciful and extravagant in
craftsmanship and design, intended for both leisure and utility. They strike me as com-
pletely pertinent to contemporary art. | have always been interested in the relationship
between so-called fine art, ornament, and interior decor. In the contemporary environ-
ment, it often appears that the artist is posited in a tight space between commercial art-
ist and craftsman. Issues of expression and authorship—essentially issues of power—
all come up in the contemporary marketing of art. It is difficult not to look beyond the
curtain drawn between artistic expression and the economy that feeds this expression.
In this sense, my work employs parallel perceptions and existential trickery: As an artist
| observe myself in the role of the craftsman, the worker, not as an author or a visionary,
rather as a laboring provider of divertissement. That’s why | chose as a location for my
work in Venice the site of a former laundry and a boat shop. The viewers will be walking
on a stilted floor, observing themselves in the role of a high-born audience, entertained
and amused by the seductive form, which is created for the sole purpose of providing

a magnificent “pedestal” for its patron. Anyone that marvels in this work will take part in
the subversion, but it’s intentionally left unclear who is the subverter and who and what
is subverted.

EH In your initial proposal for Venice, you write, “I often present a two-sided world, on
one hand an illusory, representational world, and on the other hand the structure that
makes this illusion possible.” This two-sidedness is central to theater.

KS | am less interested in the theater and its romance in contemporary art and more
interested in scenography, in its widest definition, which includes, but is not limited to,
theater. I’'m not creating a space that will be used but a space that was used. I'm like a
scenographer who “writes,” describing a place, but my work is even more retrospective,
because it is uninhabited—it's somewhere between forensics and the monument. And
then there is the crucial aspect of the splitting of perception, between the front/back, in-



side/outside. In traditional theater, the objective is to give in to the illusionary space. But
| endeavor to present this illusionary, symbolic space as a novelty construct that actually
holds a much larger circumference, both in concrete space and conceptually.

EH I'm interested in hearing about your work Stage, a miniature theater stage that
hangs from the ceiling, lit with a single spotlight. How important is it that the stage is
hanging above the viewer and out of reach? Does it function as a kind of lantern in the
space, casting shadows? (I’'m imagining the effect of 19th-century magic lanterns.)

Installation view of Stage, 2005/2012, Art in General, New York City, mixed media, di-
mensions variable. Courtesy of the artist.

KS This work is a remake of an older work from 2005, one of a series of luminaries that

| made during that period, contemplating the art object in regard to its function and orna-
ment. Yes, it is important that Stage is placed out of reach, only to be viewed from below,
perhaps suggesting the possibility of plunder and of destruction (as if this vision, this
unattainable marvel of light, can come crashing on the viewer)—something that is sub-
lime and dangerous at the same time. Aimed at the viewer’s perception, it deflects atten-
tion from itself as an art object onto the viewer and the complexities of admiration and
desire. The miniature theatrical lights, which light the stage but also project out into the
surrounding space, spotlight the viewer below.

EH Early on in the process of developing your project for the 2013 Venice Biennale,
you mentioned that the work, while it does not explicitly engage Icelandic subject mat-



ter (such as folklore, the sagas, or Iceland’s unique landscape), it does comment on the
situation of Iceland at the Biennale.

KS The work I’'m making in Venice represents an isolated territory, a territory that is
marked by a clear border, beyond which is nothing. This could be read as a national
boundary, a coastline, or as the architectural outline of an official national pavilion in
the Biennale. This territory is not fixed, but a moving one—as the work will travel from
Venice to Reykjavik to New York. Also, without giving too much away before the open-
ing, the work will include a large bi-dimensional architectural element, which will be in
stark symbolic contrast to its container. Possibly, one can meditate on this contrast as a
metaphor for Iceland, for its history, and also for recent political and economic events.
It's important for me to state that none of these potential narratives were there at the
beginning. The conception of this work was completely instinctual, as | engaged in the
formal, material, textural, and energetic aspects of my process. Language comes after-
ward as an analysis of what | see and of what has been manifested.

EH To exhibit at the Venice Biennale is to participate in a kind of theater, with the city as
a spectacular backdrop. How do your ongoing interests in the embodiment of perception
and the staging of “views” dovetail with your project in Venice?

KS My work in Venice is, in one sense, a flat surface, in another, much more than that. It
is like a centerpiece in a very complex environment. | believe that, in the end, the whole
of the installation—the structure, the site, and the surface—is more interesting than the
surface alone. This is both similar to, and different from, theatrical scenography, and the
same is true for so many surfaces in Venice. Traditional scenography relies on a frontal
view, an illusion and a story told through a controlled perspective, whereas the world
outside relies on a free perspective from any angle, and meaning is derived from weav-
ing together impressions from many locations and dimensions. The difference between
a theatrical impression and a historical impression is a passive perspective versus an
active, empowered one—you look at a stage differently than at an architectural site, for
example.

Through history, Venice has been the city of surfaces, aflame with color and full of pre-
cious stones and other materials from the Mediterranean and beyond. But these sur-
faces were symbols of the wealth, power, and rank of their commissioners and patrons.
In this sense you could say they were scenography, or the stage for the people who
paid for them. My work is not about Venice, or Venetian history, but it uses the past to
address the present.



To visit Katrin Sigurdardéttir’s installation Foundation
at the Venice Biennale, you must travel to the Palazzo
Zenobio in the city’s Dorsoduro quarter. There you
traverse a courtyard garden, beyond which lies a spa-
cious, grassy yard flanked by walls in diverse mason-
ry. On the far side of the yard is a plain gray building
that looks as though it has been sliced through hori-
zontally by the black-and-white-tiled floor of a sec-
ond, entirely unrelated structure. The plain building is
an ex-laundry —a preexisting, if now disused, space —
while the floor, which protrudes into the courtyard
and on which visitors can walk, is Sigurdardéttir’s
contribution to this year’s Icelandic pavilion, one of
the many national pavilions situated within the fabric

of the city.

For her ambitious piece, Sigurdardéttir cast thousands
of tiles in concrete, inventing a pavement resembling
worn marble or travertine in stylized 18th-century
ornamental patterns. The floor plan, as well, draws
upon elements of 18th-century architecture. In star-
tling contrast, supporting the floor is a substructure of
very contemporary-looking particleboard, created by
the artist, which is also visible around the pavement’s

periphery.



- Art in Americ:

Such dislocations are typical of Sigurdardéttir, who toys in
her sculpture with slippages of space and time, scale and me-
dium. I met her at Palazzo Zenobio on May 30, just before the
opening of the 55th Venice Biennale (through Nov. 24), and
we conversed as we walked through and around her striking
installation, the floor section of which (not the ex-laundry)
will travel in 2014 to the Reykjavik Art Museum and New

York’s Sculpture Center.

KATRIN SIGURDARDOTTIR It’s easiest for me to take as

a starting point the work I did at the Metropolitan Museum in
New York in 2010. There I made a leap from working pri-
marily with intimate, person-specific memory to collective

or cultural memory, as I interacted with the holdings of the
museum. Foundation is a continuation of this mining of cul-
tural memory. It is a large surface that maps out an imaginary
18th-century pavilion. It is conceived very two-dimensionally,
as a floor plan. I worked for nearly one year just drawing,

mathematically composing the pattern.

FAYE HIRSCH There are essentially two facets to your
piece—the shape of the floor in relation to the preexisting

building, and the pattern in the floor.

SIGURPARDOTTIR And of course it’s no accident that I
chose to create something akin to a pavilion, nor that I chose
to create it in an old laundry. The idea was to juxtapose the
shell of the laundry with the idea of a pavilion—something
made for luxury and leisure. The buildings near the Palazzo
are something of a hodgepodge. The laundry also at some

point became a boat workshop.

HIRSCH The setting is interesting: you have this big, empty
yard and on the other side your installation, which makes the

building look like it is in the process of being restored.

SIGURPARDOTTIR That wasn’t necessarily intentional,

though I can see it. Another important aspect of my work is its



- Art in Americ:

play with scale—the confusion between what you take in

visually and what you take in through a bodily experience.

HIRSCH From the yard, we see what looks like an ordinary
door, but don’t realize how terribly short it is until we bump

our heads when entering the building.

SIGURPARDOTTIR Exactly. The door actually continues

below the floor—you see only part of the door.
HIRSCH It’s a simple device with a complicated effect.
SIGURPARDOTTIR Yes.

HIRSCH Did you scout this site?

SIGURDARDOTTIR Iceland had this space last time, too.
I decided I wanted to use it again, though not until I had
scouted a lot of other sites. But I had this idea early on, and
it was such a strong idea. The way my work comes to me is
very immediate —it just takes root, and I can’t go back on

it.

It was important to me to leave the site sort of vacant. |
wanted nothing in this yard, so you come at the piece, and
you take it in not only as a construction, but as part of the
entirety of the site, which is such an interesting one. With
all these surrounding buildings, there are all these different

surfaces, and Foundation is very much about a surface.

HIRSCH Two different surfaces, right? You’ve consciously
contrasted the rough particleboard surface and the concrete
tile. And you created that concrete —it is not found mate-
rial. Did you borrow the pattern from an existing floor, or

did you make it up entirely?

SIGURDARDOTTIR I studied a lot of ornamental floors

from all periods. I wanted to place this floor in the 18th



century because pavilions and folly architecture were preva-

' f\rt il] [\l]]cri(u lent in the 18th century.

HIRSCH The black-and-white pattern seems very off some-

how. It’s not symmetrical.

SIGURPARDOTTIR That’s exactly right. In some parts of
Europe in the 18th century, you often find this Rococo style in

ornament that breaks away from the rules.

HIRSCH And you don’t join the pattern neatly, which can be
a bit dizzying.

SIGURPARDOTTIR Part of that has to do with the way the
work is constructed. The entire floor is hand-made-we cast
something like 9,000 tiles. And they are pigmented con-

crete—not glazed or fired.

HIRSCH In the black-and-white parts—most of the floor,
really —we see a vine motif, a radiating pattern, and some
stylized crowns, but at the center is an orange flower resem-

bling a chrysanthemum.

SIGURDARDOTTIR Something that I noticed in my re-
search is that the center of these floors is somewhat freehand.
It’s more like a painting, whereas the rest is a pattern. This
was in many ways a very painterly project. I have a back-
ground in painting, and in a sense I have never left it com-
pletely. Foundation is a very large work, in many senses. I
worked on it for a year and a half, and many strands of my

work come into it.

HIRSCH The two buildings —the real and imaginary —don’t

easily mesh. It’s not a very sympathetic relationship.

SIGURDARDOTTIR They don’t fit—but somehow they do,
in the sense that you are actually standing on the floor of the

“pavilion,” and you are looking at the ceiling of the laundry.
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But they don’t fit, in terms of the design.

HIRSCH You’ve given the edges of the floor a very intri-
cate shape. One imagines that it would have been the floor

of a very fancy room, which the laundry is not at all.

SIGURPARDOTTIR It’s a meeting of the ornamental

and the austere. I based the floor plan on designs of rooms
mostly in Italy, but it’s the type of space you would find

all over Europe. Of course, the floor is made in a way that
never existed, ever. It’s a parquet pattern, yet it’s made with

tiles, and the tiles are not marble or travertine, but concrete.
HIRSCH Did you imagine the entire elevation of the room?

SIGURDARDOTTIR Yes. And I made about four site visits
here when I was drawing the piece, and during that time I
positioned and sized the sculpture to create an interesting

space.

HIRSCH From upstairs looking down, you can really see

that it’s a sculpture and not architecture.

SIGURPARDOTTIR Exactly. This is just one of the things
that I realized when I encountered this building. Here was
the chance to make a very large drawing [in space] that
could be experienced either as a drawing or a sculpture.
You cannot take in the entirety of the work from one view-
point, so in that sense it is huge. Only by moving through

the site can you experience it as a whole.

HIRSCH It’s interesting how you break the continuity of
the radiating tile pattern. You feel that the floor was not one

floor, but many, that you somehow excerpted.

SIGURPARDOTTIR There was one particular pattern I
studied that had this peculiar combination of floral and geo-

metric patterns. You see in 18th-century floor designs these
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Op-ish patterns but also some Orientalizing motifs.

HIRSCH Could you speak a bit about the combination of the
particleboard and the tiling?

SIGURPARDOTTIR In scenography, you have painted
landscape, and on the backside you see something that looks
like the underside of my sculpture. In a sense, this contrast
between the two surfaces is very consistent in my work. My
sculpture always has a two-sidedness. I'm often drawing out

these illusionistic spaces, yet at the same time as I create them,
I kill them.

Whenever I start a new work, I’'m always answering a ques-
tion that I raised in the previous work. At the Met, I chose to
copy and work from boiseries that were in the collection. It’s
such an interesting process, to extract a decorative surface
from its original place, install it somewhere else—say, in a
private residence in another city and another country —where
you can think of yourself as somehow being in the place
where it was originally. The work migrates, and the visitor
continues to have an experience of a place that is far away in
space and time. So this floor is very much a continuation of
that inquiry. Showing this very contemporary material —the
particleboard —is a way to insert a footnote in the experience
of the work. It tells us that we are in fact in the here-and-now.
We’re being fooled-in the way that painting both fools you
and tells the truth.

HIRSCH You are Icelandic, and you have lived in the United
States for quite a long time. So you are in a sense a displaced

person. Is there any of that in the work?
SIGURPARDOTTIR Surely.

HIRSCH And here we are in the Icelandic pavilion, which is

not in the Giardini.
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SIGURPARDOTTIR Part of the intention of the work is to
take the idea of the pavilion all the way. I mean, anything

can be a pavilion!

HIRSCH The original idea of a pavilion was to create a

structure that could be disassembled and, perhaps, moved.

SIGURPARDOTTIR It was a place of leisure or sport in
proximity to a palace. There were all these themed pavil-

ions in the 18th century.

HIRSCH How are you going to adapt this piece for the
Reykjavik Art Museum and the Sculpture Center in New

York, when it seems so specific to this site?

SIGURPARDOTTIR The ornamental floor is going to be
removed. In Reykjavik you will have a void in the form of
the building in Venice, and in New York you will have a
void of the building in Venice and the building in Reykja-
vik. The floor is a suggestive remnant of another time. The
true voids that remain are going to become more visible as
the work travels. I think what is going to happen is that the
experience of the work, and the work’s meaning, are really

going to transform. That’s what I hope.

The Icelandic Pavilion was organized by Sculpture Center
director Mary Ceruti along with Ilaria Bonacossa, curator
of exhibitions at Genoa’s Museum of Contemporary Art
Villa Croce.



Katrin Sigurdardottir’s site-specific installations often address collective memory and architecture. For
the Icelandic Pavilion at the Fifty-Fifth VVenice Biennale, Sigurdardéttir debuted Foundation, 2013, a
raised, decorative floor inserted into the former laundry of an eighteenth-century palazzo. The work is
currently on view in her solo exhibition at the Reykjavik Art Museum until April 13, 2014, and will travel
to New York’s SculptureCenter. She discusses the piece below.

BY CONVENTIONAL LOGIC, you could say that floors don’t move. We think of the ground under-
neath our feet as the parameter of movement rather than a moving entity in itself. When we travel, it



is the fact that there is a different territory under our feet that bears evidence of our journey. Founda-
tion takes this truth and turns it upside down. People still move to see the work, but it represents a
static place that does the impossible: It moves from one place to the next.

The work is comprised of pieces that are designed to exist in modules that come apart and reassem-
ble seamlessly. It is a megapuzzle of close to nine thousand handmade tiles preserved in about 150
sections. When | was preparing this work, | researched decorative floors, focusing mostly on the eigh-
teenth century. | looked at every floor plan | could get my hands on and composed the outline based
on pavilions and other types of nonresidential structures in central Europe. Once | had the footprint
of the piece, it became a mathematical task to figure out a pattern that works within the shape—it’s
not a given. It was a sort of geometrical footnote to the process. Neither the outline nor the pattern

is based on a specific place. | found the pattern that is most akin to what | came up with on a small,
heavily retouched photograph of the interior of a building that had been destroyed. So you could say
that the floor no longer exists; the building no longer exists; even the empire where the building was
situated is gone. The floor derives itself completely from a constantly floating referent.

Working with a horizontal surface makes the implication of a moving locus even more dramatic be-
cause it is the floor that the viewer walks on; it is the very parameter that we use as evidence of our
movement. As the work travels, | wanted the imprint of its past to be visible—not only its fictional
eighteenth-century origins but also its recent history, the way it develops as it moves from place to
place. In Reykjavik the work is positioned both indoors and outdoors, similar to Venice. However, the
difference is that now the outline of the laundry of the Palazzo Zenobio in Venice—where it was first
located—is apparent on the surface and starts drawing out a new pattern, in stark contrast with the
original rococo-inspired design. Because | had already decided the piece would travel, | wanted to
work with its peripatetic nature. The floor is inserted in three different buildings, and | didn’t want to
camouflage or ignore that.

What does it mean when a place moves? Can we imagine, while sitting in this room, that the room is
now in a different country? No, we are in Paris, and Paris is in France. Or we are in New York, or we
are in Reykjavik. Everywhere, we are bound to the laws of time and space. How can we break out of
this truth?

— As told to Julian Elias Bronner
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Art Review
Period Rooms Take on a Modern Gloss

By KEN JOHNSON
Published: October 28,2010

They have their charms, but the 18th-century period rooms at the Metropolitan Museum of Art are not the first
place visitors are likely to go. Stocked with antiques that barriers prevent you from studying up close and dimly
lighted in the interest of historical authenticity, they may be invaluable for decorative-arts wonks, but they can’t
compete for popularity with the Impressionist and Ancient Egyptian galleries.

The sculptor Katrin Sigurdardottir, an Icelander who lives and works in New York, evidently thinks otherwise.
The latest in a series of midcareer contemporary artists to have solo shows at the Met, Ms. Sigurdardottir has
created a pair of fanciful, quasi-architectural constructions — follies, you might say — inspired by two of the
museum’s French period rooms. Called “Boiseries,” one is from the Hotel de Crillon (1777-80) and the other
from the Hotel de Cabris (circa 1774). Both are Neo-Classical-style interiors with elaborately carved, painted
and gilded walls and period-appropriate furniture.

Ms. Sigurdardottir’s constructions are all-white abstractions of their models, made with exacting craft yet sim-
plified details, like three-dimensional cartoons. They have a fine formal economy, but they are most interesting
for their conceptual suggestiveness.



In the north mezzanine gallery of the Met’s modern and contemporary wing stands a kind of elongated folding
screen of 82 conjoined, snow-white panels with skewed top edges. They have moldings, floral reliefs, doors
and window frames based on those of the Hotel de Cabris’s salon. The panels curve in a spiral arc ending in an
S-shape, and they diminish in size in jagged increments from 8 feet to just 12 inches. Mirrors built into many of
the panels further complicate the experience. It could be a set for a Modernist Alice in Wonderland ballet. Many
of the panels have hinged doors, the smallest about right for a white rabbit.

The south mezzanine is occupied by an octagonal chamber. Inside are all-white replicas of the original room’s
furniture from the Hotel de Crillon, including chairs, a love seat and a desk with a tilted mirror on top. As is
often the case with period rooms, you cannot go into this one, but you can look in through windows; because
everything is white inside, it has a dreamy, glowing appearance, as if it were the ghost of the room it copies.

What you may not notice at first is that you cannot see out through the windows built into other walls of the
room. They are not ordinary windows but one-way mirrors, which, viewed from certain angles, reflect one an-
other into infinity.

What, besides cleverly revising the old interior designs, might Ms. Sigurdardottir’s constructions mean? First
we should take into account that the rooms she selected belong to the era of the French Enlightenment, a time
when science, philosophy and other intellectual disciplines cleansed themselves of superstition and religion and
opened up to pure reason. Hence the uncontaminated whiteness of Ms. Sigurdardottir’s rooms. (The designer of
the Hotel de Crillon boudoir, Pierre-Adrien Paris, was a well-known architect with connections both to the king
and to some of the most radical Enlightenment luminaries.)

You might think of the enclosed boudoir as a model of Enlightenment-style consciousness in which the mind,
turning in on itself, reflects on its own nature and its epistemological capabilities. That is what thinkers like Des-
cartes and Kant did. Kant concluded that you cannot know reality as it is in and of itself — naked, as it were.
We perceive what impinges on us with our senses, which transform incoming information into neurological
signals. The brain somehow clothes these signals in visual impressions, sound, taste, feeling and smell, which
the mind organizes into an apparently coherent world. We live in a vale of illusions produced by our own brains.

But not everyone believes that so-called mind-independent reality is so inscrutable. Ms. Sigurdardottir’s spiral
construction, with its multiple portals, calls to mind something that William Blake wrote in 1790: “If the doors
of perception were cleansed, everything would appear to man as it is, infinite. For man has closed himself up,
till he sees all things through narrow chinks of his cavern.”

The spiral, by the way, is a common symbol of spiritual progress — the soul’s path as it travels in ever-widening
circles, expanding its consciousness. But then, the doors in Ms. Sigurdardottir’s spiral don’t lead anywhere. If
you pass through one, you find yourself on the other side of the facade, which turns out to be unpainted particle
board. The outside of the enclosed boudoir is raw particle board, too.

Revealing the artifice in this way is a modern, pragmatic move; it is as if to say that the world is whatever we
make of it. We are its constructors; there is no higher agency — divine, supernatural or otherwise — to be held
accountable.

“Katrin Sigurdardottir at the Met” is on view through March 6 at the Metropolitan Museum of Art; (212) 535-
7710, met.org.
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Boiserie, the north (images top,
above and previous spread) and
the south mezzanine gallery
installation (right image and both
images facing page)
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In Katrin Sigurdardéttirs double work entitled ‘Boi-
series’, installations in separate galleries are based on
period rooms that are on display elsewhere in the Met-
ropolitan Museum. The original 18th-century French
rooms are preserved down to the slightest detail as to-
tal works of art in neoclassical style with elegant and
ornate walls, mirrors, textiles and furniture. Sigurd-
ardottir examined these rooms and creates meticulous
imitations of them, replacing the original handcrafted
wooden elements (the term boiserie stands for wood
panelling) and the gilded décor with fibreboard, furni-
ture and props — all in immaculate white. At the same
time she complicates the notion of inside and outside
that is evidently already at play in a museum display of
historic rooms.

Disorted Dimensions

Approaching one of the works, you find yourself back-
stage, so to speak, facing the unpainted wooden struc-
ture behind an inaccessible facade that is on the other
side. In there everything is white, a ghostly stage set
that is sealed off from all sides. You can look inside
through a few windows and realise that they are in fact
surveillance mirrors, so you can only see the room and
the reflections in other one-way mirrors. The space is
small but dimensions get distorted in the endless mir-

roring effect. The notion of time is haunting in this
work, where a precise historic style is made timeless
by rendering it devoid of life and colour. The film set
of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey’ comes to
mind, where towards the end the protagonist enters a
time machine of sorts, set in a bright neoclassical space,
where he sees himself in different ages of life. Here,
Sigurdardottir suggests a dialogue not only with time
but also with place and memory.

The second work is similar in its painstaking attention
to detail. Composed of numerous panels of different
sizes and shapes that are all joined together on the
sides, it spirals around the space so you can experience
it from both sides. Again, only one side is made to re-
semble the period room but the other side is raw. The
panels support each other in a zigzag installation, some
have doors and others windows or mirrors. The size
of the panels differs as they are systematically scaled
anywhere from 1:1 proportion with the original boi-
serie, down to the miniature size of a dollhouse. As a
viewer you wander from the side of the white, decora-
tive facade to the unfinished backside and experience
the work in different scale - either as your physical sur-
roundings or as a model seen from above. Your sense
of place is challenged and again time creeps in through

the symbolic play with scale, as the room appears to
gradually diminish in the distance and the detailed dé-
cor becomes obscured.

The Flow of History

As often before in the work of Sigurdardéttir, she con-
structs a parallel to a reality that either exists in an-
other place or did so in another time. She has examined
the changes that occur as a viewer takes a geographic,
temporal or physical distance from an architectural or
landscape environment. Openly playing with recon-
structions of real or imagined places, she shows us the
structure ‘behind’ a work or deploys easily recognis-
able supplies from the hardware store or the world of
arts and craft. She furthermore often refers to theatre
and adds to her work the element of the fourth wall,
where the reality of the audience and the fiction of the
stage begin to blur. In her exhibition at the Met, Sig-
urdardottir not only addresses the particular rooms in
question but the whole institution around them. Her
exhibition is the seventh in the Metropolitan’s series of
solo exhibitions of the work of contemporary artists at
mid-career. She takes the opportunity to reflect on the
museum’s impossible task of freezing time and play-
fully turns the boiseries themselves to ice. By confront-
ing the inherent dilemma of all museological practice

- that in order to preserve the flow of history one needs
to halt it - Sigurdardottir points to an ongoing debate
within the arts as well as inwards, to the challenge of
our own longing to remember and be remembered. #

Katrin Sigurdardéttir at the Met until 6 March 2011
www. metmuseum.org

Katrin Sigurdardéttir

in her installation ‘Boiserie’, (top)
in the south mezzanine gallery
at the Met
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KATRIN SIGURDARDOTTIR at the Met

by Michael Straus
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Katrin Sigurdardottir’s current solo exhibition at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art is part of the museum’s
continuing series featuring the work of contemporary
artists at mid-career—others in the series include Tara
Donovan and Kara Walker. The exhibition, up through
May 30, 2011, and curated by Anne Strauss, in fact
consists of two installations, both riffs on 18th century
wood-paneled rooms (known as “boiseries”), formerly
part of private homes (well, palaces) in Paris, and now

b L4 .
preserved as part of the Met’s Wrightsman Galleries. Katrin Sigurdardottir. “Boiserie (detail)”, 2010. Courtesy

of the artist. Photograph by Bruce Schwarz, The

Sigurdardottir is well-known for a signature series of Photograph Studio, ©The Metropolitan Museur of Art.

hand-crafted wooden boxes that unlock and fully

unfold to reveal miniature, railroad-style landscapes that are deliberately elusive as to their source
or location. It remains unclear what about the landscapes is real and what is imagined. These boxes
are generally shipped around the world by the artist and her galleries as traveling works, with the
resulting postal labels forming part of the art and adding yet another element to these memory
landscapes. In other works, such as her solo installation at P.S.1, where she built an elevated plane
with cut-outs to which viewers ascended on ladders to gaze on what appeared to be a vista of
icebergs (in fact, polystyrene forms), she toyed with our perception of space, location, materials,
and memory, mixing things outside with things inside and natural forms with constructed ones.

In her current show, she goes further, creating works that find unexpected relationships within and
among the varied historical periods and media embraced by the Met’s vast holdings. The intent is
to elaborate on our memories of the works we encounter as we journey through the museum.
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The first of the two Boiseries confronts us with a room

within a room, a construction we walk around within a

larger and otherwise empty gallery space, fenestrated

on all sides with one-way mirrors that allow us to peer

and spy on a smaller-than-scale paneled room based on

one of the museum’s period rooms. This replica of sorts

differs from the original not only in scale but in its

abstraction of form. Whereas the period room is gilt

and otherwise elaborated with color and fabric,

Sigurdardottir reworks its elements in an intense and Katrin Sigurdardottir. "Boiserie (detail)", 2010. Courtesy
. . . . of the artist. Photograph by Bruce Schwarz, The

pure white, creating a snowy interior landscape. Thus, Photograph Studio, ©The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

the furniture, carefully replicated by the artist and a

local craftsman, recalls, without duplicating, their 18th century models. Our status as outsiders

peering in is enhanced by the one-way mirrors through which we look, our presences eradicated in

the mirrors across the room. The emptiness of the room, removed from the present, allows us to

move imaginatively from the past to the present and back again.

Now I have to admit that, before seeing this show, I had not visited the original period rooms in the
Wrightsman Galleries, or, if I had, they made no impression on my memory. But one of the
revelations one experiences through the Boiseries is in fact how elegant and dreamy the original
rooms are. I suggest that they are best seen after viewing the contemporary interpretations,
because the latter’s purification of the period rooms ends up breathing new life into them. I then
found it much more difficult to classify the one installation as “sculpture” and the other as
“decorative design” or “architecture”; rather, Sigurdardottir has not only brought together viewer
and viewed as we move in or around her conceptualization of the antique French spaces, but she
has also imported an often overlooked unity between what is “contemporary” and what is
“historical” and, in the end, between the real and the imaginary.

The second Boiserie elaborates still further on these relationships. Rather than place us outside the
paneled room, as in the first installation, Sigurdardottir invites us to walk in and around a spiraling
and folded screen-like construction in which the paneling from another of the 18th century rooms
has been replicated as linked sections of continually decreasing size, all set at angles to one another,
with the sections themselves angled to indicate perspective. One starts out at a life-size panel at the
beginning and ends up at a tiny, Alice in Wonderland doorway. The best indication of this work’s
success is to see how visiting children immediately swirl around with its flow and quickly lie down
on the floor, looking through the pint-sized windows and doors. The constructed spiral itself is, of
course, a primal form, and while it is hard to avoid thinking of Smithson’s “Spiral Jetty” as one
among many art historical references, the essential form evokes galaxies and watch springs, as
well—forms that themselves ebb and flow with visual energy. In short, Boiseries is simply one of
those rare and magical sculptural installations that freely includes the viewer both in its space and
its movement through time.
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This past August, Gary Tinterow, Chief Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, spoke to ARTINFO’s magazine about his plans to widen the department’s sphere of
influence. Highlighting the importance of the museum’s contemporary collection, Tinterow referred to

a new initiative that “ ‘invites younger artists to engage with the collection.”” According to Tinterow,

such artists “ ‘enliven our program by throwing a novel perspective on the collection of the museum

and our public.
2006 and, most recently, an installation by the little-known Icelandic artist Katrin Sigurdardottir.

This program has taken many forms, including an exhibition by artist Kara Walker in

Tinterow’s goals may have overshot so small and ill-advertised an initiative, but in fact Ms.
Sigurdardottir’s installation, entitled Boiseries—French for “wood paneling’—is an incredibly deft and
nimble interpretation of two classic pieces from the Met’s collection. The first part of the installation is
a reinterpretation of an eighteenth-century boudoir from the Hotel de Crillon, which in its heyday stood
in Paris’s renowned Place de la Concorde. The original has been reassembled in the Met’s famous
Wrightsman Galleries of the Department of European Sculpture and Decorative Arts. Sigurdardottir's
version of this highly frilled and flounced chamber, however, stands in stark contrast to the heavily
ornamented original. The first of Sigurdardottir's two boiseries, located in the Lila Acheson Wallace
south mezzanine gallery, looks from the outside like a massive, room-sized wooden box. As the
visitor approaches, it becomes clear that this polyhedron contains within it an all-white, life-sized, and
inherently untouchable recreation of a Crillon hotel room. Several windows allow viewers to peer into
the room, yet the glass in the windowpanes is transparent on only one side. Within the boiserie they
serve as mirrors, merely reflecting the ornate woodwork and furnishings within the room. This makes
the room impossible to see in its entirety at once. It is an icy, distant room, literally and physically
removed from the viewer by a wooden wall. The disorienting windows-cum-mirrors cast aspersions
on what they reflect. Perhaps the interior is simply a case of trompe I'oeil, a visual trick played on the
visitor by Sigurdardottir.

The second boiserie is a different story. Within the north mezzanine stands the recreated walls of an
eighteenth-century saloon from the Hotel de Cabris in Grasse, Provence (like the first boiserie, the
second’s original is also located in the Wrightsman Galleries). By reproducing the ornately chiseled
walls and opening them up, Sigurdardottir creates a massive screen-like effect where the walls and
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their angled ceilings become smaller and smaller as they curve around the periphery of the gallery.
Like the first boiserie, the woodwork in this second half of the installation is beautiful and intricately
carved, and doors to each wall are flung wide open on their hinges.

Ultimately, this second room provides a beautiful counterpart to the first room and makes Boiseries as
a whole a meaningful and seamless work of art. To be sure, Boiseries is not for everyone; | saw
several museum visitors peek their heads into the opened-up walls, cursorily glance around, and
continue on toward another Warhol self-portrait. Frustrating though this may be, it is also
understandable. Contemporary art is complex and often far from welcoming. Yet Sigurdardottir's
installation serves as a corrective for precisely this difficulty. One can view contemporary art through
the frustrating lens of the white cube: impossible to penetrate and forbidding, not unlike the first of the
two boiseries. However, if you have patience, you will find with the second boiserie a wonderland
quite literally opened up for you, ripe for exploration.

Sigurdardottir is hardly the first contemporary artist to extol the virtues and necessity of a more
democratic, populist art form. Many other examples exist, yet perhaps none has been tested more
recently than Chinese artist Ai Wei Wei's installation Sunflower Seeds at London’s Tate Modern
gallery. In this show, currently on display at the museum’s renowned Turbine Hall, Wei Wei
commissioned the creation of one hundred million individually hand-painted porcelain sunflower
seeds from a small town in China called Jingdezhen. A stirring and stunning commentary on
globalization and consumption, Sunflower Seeds opens itself to myriad interpretations. It originally
envisioned a level of audience participation not often seen in traditional sculpture: Wei Wei wanted
visitors to walk over the seeds, to play in them, to touch them, to interact with them. However, not
long into its premier, workers at the Tate noticed a cloud of dust emitting from the seeds as visitors
crunched through them. The installation has since been roped off, now merely a visual spectacle.

In this respect, Sunflower Seeds reflects the lingering tension within Boiseries: the former went from
the open and inviting nature of Boiseries’ second room to the removed and distant version of the first
with none of the redemptive qualities of its welcoming foil. To be sure, many critics have been quick
to say that Sunflower Seeds has lost none of its cultural and artistic resonance. The Guardian’s art
critic Laura Cummings, for example, claims that it is just as important and skilled a work of art as its
original incarnation. But Cummings is wrong. Yes, it is still beautiful, and it is still an “important” work
of art—as opaque and loathsome a label it can be—yet Sunflower Seeds loses an inexpressible
something when it relinquishes its direct interaction with its audience. The placement of an artwork
that attempts to sever boundaries behind a velvet rope can hardly be anything but detrimental.

On my way out of the Met, | stopped at the Wrightsman Galleries to look at the original Hotel de
Crillon and Hotel de Cabris rooms, the sumptuously decorated and richly hued ancestors of the
boiseries. They are beautiful examples of eighteenth-century French design at its best. In their
original manifestations, they were utilized as social halls, rooms for people to come together, yet as
they stand now, they are vacuums of human interaction. | stood briefly and carefully behind the glass
partition, snapped a few pictures, and left the museum.

SOPHIA MERKIN, CC ‘11, is the Literary and Arts Editor of The Current. She can be reached at
sam2192@columbia.edu.
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